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ABSTRACT
This study examined the ways that adult learners in Papua New Guinea viewed 
their traditional learning experiences and how these experiences have been used to 
develop a vision o f a model o f learning. Traditional ways of learning, including both 
informal learning and formal initiation learning, had not been explored as they related 
to the perceptions of the learner influenced by Western ways o f learning. The purpose 
then was to examine the movement in understanding from how traditional education 
and learning took place to the practice of modern Western education and learning in 
Papua New Guinea in order to determine what was perceived to be the ideal way to 
learn and educate.
Three questions were the basis for this research: “How do adult men from Papua 
New Guinea perceive their lifetime learning experiences?,” “In what ways do adult 
men from Papua New Guinea feel that their childhood and adolescent educational 
experiences have shaped their current lives as adults?,” and “How would adult men 
who are teachers from Papua New Guinea describe both their current teaching practice 
and their mental picture o f what an ideal learning environment would look like?” To 
answer these questions a qualitative research method was used and the data analyzed 
through constant comparison. The data came from a series of interviews, several 
ethnographies from the general cultural context in which these interview informants 
lived, and personal observations from living and working in Papua New Guinea for
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twenty-two years.
The findings suggest that a preferred learning environment model suitable to this 
context would include seven characteristics, namely, 1) working together and 2) 
gaining experience through activity learning as primary purposes for learning, 3) 
immediate application as the context in which learning takes place, 4) dialogue and 
questions as well as 5) demonstration as the most important instructional methods, 6) 
mentoring together with relationship building as the chief quality o f an instructor, and 
7) mental and emotional toughness as a necessary character quality o f the learner.
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PREFACE
I first went to Papua New Guinea in 1973 to develop youth work programs in 
the northern lowland area of the country situated in the broad area south o f the 
Torricelli mountain range and north of the Sepik River. I, with my American- 
Australian wife, first lived in a village in a mostly “bush” material house, as did many 
of the other villagers, and tried to learn village ways. Language acquisition, apart 
from the trade language called Melanesian Pidgin,1 was difficult, as my sphere of 
work covered eight different language groups and a lot of travel between these 
language groups. This experience gave me a good introduction to village ways of life 
and thinking. Ten years later I was invited to join the faculty of the Christian Leaders’ 
Training College o f Papua New Guinea, Incorporated (CLTC). The main campus for 
this interdenominational college serving the many Protestant churches and missions of 
Papua New Guinea is situated on 400 acres in a rural setting located centrally in the
1 Melanesian Pidgin takes three to four months to learn with concentrated study 
and practice. Another four months building vocabulary enables a person who speaks 
it every day to become moderately fluent in the language. This language is not as 
precise as one would like because the meaning of a number of words depends on the 
context in which they are found. Preciseness comes with the addition of extra 
sentences or illustrations to amplify and clarify the meaning.
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XIV
highlands region o f the country near the city o f Mt. Hagen in the Western Highlands 
Province. There are two extension urban campuses in the coastal cities o f Port 
Moresby, the capital, and Lae. I worked at this college at the rural campus near Mt. 
Hagen from 1983 until I returned with my wife and family to the USA in 1995.
The need for this research first surfaced out of discussions in 1985 regarding 
curriculum changes for this rural campus program where I was then the Dean of 
Studies. Students at this campus came from their village or urban home to live on this 
property for the duration o f their course. The model of training used at this campus 
might be called an extraction model of training, referring to the idea that students were 
“extracted” or taken out of their normal social setting in the village or town and 
trained apart from that setting. The two CLTC urban centers used what was called a 
bridging model o f training. In this model a person who wants training works in a 
church near his or her home, finds somebody within a local church organization to 
mentor or oversee him or her in the work assigned, and comes on a part-time study 
basis to the college urban center for classes, putting what is being learned into action 
during the week under the care o f the mentor. The mentor also receives some input 
from the college urban center staff on how to supervise this person. At the curriculum 
review meetings held on the rural campus it was being strongly argued that this latter 
m odel w as the very best m ethod to do training and that the curriculum at the rural 
campus should be modified to fit this model. However, some of us said, “That’s a 
very good method and under many circumstances it will achieve a fine result, but here 
at the rural campus we’re getting young people who do not have much experience.
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They don’t know where to start when it comes to church work. They also need a lot of 
basic spiritual formation in order to begin well in their work.” Out o f this discussion I 
began to consider Papua New Guinea traditional initiation processes as a model for 
taking young people, who, at eighteen or twenty years old are already considered 
young adults, and bringing them to a separate place for three or four years where they 
could undergo cognitive, affective, and behavioral transformation through the things 
they would learn and experience there. They could then go back to their homes as 
different people and work to develop their own society. I began to see the rural 
campus program as a parallel to initiation where initiation does much the same thing -  
it takes youth out of the village setting for the specific purpose of transforming them 
and afterward brings them back in so that they can become full and useful members of 
society. How this original intention changed direction will be discussed in Chapter 1 
in the methodology section of the dissertation.
Another motivation to my study of initiation was the continuing rise of crime 
within the country. I knew that most societies in the young country o f Papua New 
Guinea had abandoned their initiation rites by the mid-1980’s. I wondered if this was 
in any way related to the breakdown o f social constraints, since initiation seemed to be 
designed for molding a young person to social productivity. I wondered if the current
W estern-im ported school system , w hich  had largely displaced initiation, lacked  
something in the training that initiation had formerly provided.
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For these reasons, I decided to take up a study of the learning implications 
associated with initiation when time permitted such an endeavor. This opportunity 
came in the United States o f America when I was accepted into a doctoral program at 
Northern Illinois University after completing a foundational Master of Arts degree in 
Intercultural Studies at Wheaton College Graduate School. After completing my 
course work at Northern Illinois University and following the acceptance o f my 
proposal for research, I went to Papua New Guinea to collect materials and conduct 
interviews on initiation and views of the lifelong learning experiences o f Papua New 
Guinea men.
This study, then, examines the Papua New Guinean person’s understanding, as 
related by my interview informants and several ethnographies on initiation, of the 
learning process as it moved from the traditional setting to the time of the research. 
The interview data culminate in a chapter dealing with three informants’ views from 
traditional and Westem-style learning on what constitutes, for them, an ideal learning 
environment. I conclude with my own synthesis of what I think educational practices 
in Papua New Guinea should include in the everyday teaching environment.
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CHAPTER 1 
BACKGROUND AND METHODOLOGY
The Background to the Research
Traditionally, in Papua New Guinea, learning took place in an informal manner. 
Many societies also practiced initiation, the only traditional form of formal learning, 
but many did not. Then, with the coming of colonization, Western educational 
processes were introduced, but initially only in certain limited areas. At the time of 
my fieldwork basic education of the Western style was widespread but not entirely 
universal, and it had taken many years to achieve this level of distribution. In order to 
understand the context of the literature review on initiation processes and my 
informants’ perceptions o f their educational experience it is necessary to first give a 
brief introduction to the physical, the historical/political, and the social contexts in 
which the experience o f the Papua New Guinea people is embedded. The remainder 
o f the chapter will deal with the methodological issues related to the research.
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The Physical Background
The island of New Guinea is the second largest island in the world. Only 
Greenland is larger. It lies directly north of Australia and east o f Indonesia proper (see 
Figure 1). Today the island is divided politically in two. The western half of the 
island belongs to Indonesia and has been known variously as Irian Jaya, West Irian, 
and West Papua. It is currently known as Papua Province of Indonesia. The eastern 
half of the island was given the name Independent State of Papua New Guinea at 
independence from Australia in 1975.
The geographical boundaries o f Papua New Guinea encompass a land mass of 
178,703 square miles (462,840 sq. km.) This area of land includes the eastern half of 
the island o f New Guinea together with several large offshore islands and hundreds of 
small islands, including the two most northern islands in the chain of islands called the 
Solomon Islands. Mountains run down the middle of the country from the west to the 
east. Some parts of this Cordillera are quite broad, giving space between peaks and 
ranges for some relatively large high and fertile valleys that have been converted from 
swampland to gardens as well as tea and coffee plantations. The southern slopes of
2 I have used two main sources for the information contained in the next three 
sections dealing with the physical, historical/political, and social backgrounds. They 
are Sean Dorney, Papua New Guinea (Sydney: Random Flouse Australia, 1990), and 
John Dademo Waiko, A Short History o f  Papua New Guinea (Melbourne: Oxford 
University Press, 1993).
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3these mountains taper off sharply in places into dense jungle swamps which are 
particularly large in the lower basin o f the Fly River in the southwestern region of the 
country. This same chain of mountain ranges falls into the Sepik River valley to the 
north in the western half of the country and into the Ramu and Markham valleys to the 
northeast in the central portion of the country. Along the north coast is another less 
prominent range of mountains close to the sea that stretches eastward from the border 
with Indonesia and curves south along the coast to the Huon Peninsula. There are 
openings in this range for the Sepik, Ramu, and Markham Rivers with rather broad 
plains in the valleys where these rivers run. Papua New Guinea has fourteen major 
active volcanoes, and twenty-two dormant but still dangerous ones, most o f them 
along the Ring o f Fire along the north coast and swinging across to New Britain 
Island.3
The country is divided into nineteen political divisions called provinces as 
shown in Figure 1. The capital o f the country is Port Moresby, located on the south 
coast of the country in the Central Province.
Domey, 33. See also an online map from U.S. Department o f the Interior, U.S. 
Geological Survey, Cascades Volcano Observatory, Vancouver, WA 
<http://vulcan.wr.usgs.gov/Volcanoes/PapuaNewGuinea/Maps/map_papua_new_guin 
ea_volcanoes.html> (28 August 2005).
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Figure 1: Papua New Guinea International Borders and Provincial Boundaries
The climate o f Papua New Guinea is tropical and much o f the country is tropical 
rainforest. Lae, Wewak, and Rabaul are all coastal or island cities and are humid and 
green the whole year. However, Port Moresby, the capital, another coastal city, is dry 
and dusty for eight months of the year.4 The coastal regions are normally hot and
4 Domey, 34.
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5humid, but cooler and very pleasant temperatures are found in the highland valleys. 
The highest mountaintops are occasionally covered with snow. Papua New Guinea is 
home to the very large birdwing butterflies, most of the species o f the bird o f paradise, 
and hundreds of varieties of orchids.
The Historical/Political Background
Archaeological studies conducted from the 1960s onward show that Papua New 
Guinea has “a very complicated history o f Melanesian settlement with many 
migrations o f people from different places at different times.”5 There is established 
evidence for human settlement 40,000 years ago, and it is estimated that the figure 
could go back to 50,000 years.6 Waiko reports that the earliest inhabitants (according 
to studies current at the time o f his writing) “were hunters, fishers, and gatherers of
7 8wild plants. Evidence for agricultural communities dates back 10,000 years, and
5 Darrell L. Whiteman, Melanesians and Missionaries: An Ethnohistorical Study 
o f  Social and Religious Change in the Southwest Pacific (Pasadena, CA: William 
Carey Library, 1983), 43.
6 Ibid., Dorney, 30, Waiko, 2.
7 Waiko, 2.
8 Dorney, 25.
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6evidence for the domestication o f pigs, an imported animal, dates to at least 6,000 
years ago.9
The island of New Guinea has been sporadically contacted by the outside world 
from ancient times, perhaps dating from 3000 years ago with trade between islands in 
southeast Asia.10 Apart from this settlement and subsequent trade, the first from the 
wider world (outside o f southeast and east Asia) to be interested in establishing 
settlements were the Europeans, bringing us to recent history. Early exploration by 
Europeans did not, however, result in immediate colonization. The first Europeans to 
see New Guinea may have been an exploratory group of Portuguese in 1511-12 led by 
Antonio d’Abreau and Francisco Serrao.11 Following them in 1526 was another 
Portuguese, Jorge de Meneses, who is credited with coining the name “Island of
i ^  t
Papuans.” A Spaniard exploring the north coast o f the island in 1545 named it 
“New Guinea” because he thought it looked similar to the region known as Guinea on 
the west coast of Africa.13 The explorer responsible for giving a detailed map o f the 




12 Waiko, 17. The term “Papua” comes from the Malay word for tightly curled 
hair (See also Dorney, 39).
13 Ibid., 17.
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1606, through the narrow strait now named after him on the immediate south coast of 
Papua New Guinea.14 The seventeenth century saw an upsurge in competition among 
the Europeans nations for establishing their presence around the world. This led to the 
dividing o f the island of New Guinea in the 1800s.
The island of New Guinea was divided between the Dutch, German, and British 
colonial powers in the late 1800s. The Dutch claimed the western half of the island in 
1848. This area is now controlled by Indonesia. The northeast end o f New Guinea 
was originally colonized by Germany who established its claim November 3, 1884, 
calling it Kaiser-Wilhelmsland. The British laid claim to the southeast area of the 
island on November 6 of the same year, calling their portion British New Guinea. A 
border agreement between Germany and the British was made in 1885, arbitrarily 
dividing the eastern half of the island. Interestingly, the eastern half o f the island had 
been claimed for the British several times previously, but each time Britain repudiated 
the claims on behalf of the crown. In 1884, however, when the Australian colonies 
agreed to accept administrative costs, Britain agreed to annex the area.15 Another 
reason to annex at this time may have been the advances by Germany into the area in 
order to secure land. Australia itself consisted of several colonies until 1901 when it
14 Ibid., 17.
15 Ibid., 25.
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became a commonwealth of the British empire.16 Domey implies that the Australian
1 7colonies were glad for a buffer zone between themselves and German territory. The
British transferred its control to Australia in 1902, who gave the area the name
“Papua.” During World War I Australia occupied the German portion o f the region
and was given control of the whole area by the British through a mandate o f the
League o f Nations in 1920, establishing a trusteeship over the area. However, they
governed and developed these two areas under separate administrations. Civil
administration was suspended when the Japanese invaded the trusteeship in 1941.
After World War II the separate territories o f New Guinea and Papua were united into
one Australian administrative unit.
Early colonization by Australians was limited to coastal areas and outlying
islands until the 1920s and 1930s when gold was discovered in an inland valley near 
18the coast. This led to further exploration in the late 1930s and early 1940s, resulting 
in the eventual colonization of the whole area by the Australian government and 
people.19 Government Patrol Officers subjected the will and wildness of the 
indigenous peoples to the will of the colonial government, but also brought processes
16 Abacci Atlas, <http://www.abacci.com/atlas/country.asp? countryID>, (24 
August 2005).
17 Dorney, 39.
18 Waiko, 62-66; Dorney, 41.
19 Waiko, 144-146; Domey, 49.
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of agricultural improvement and education. Self-government was thrust on Papua 
New Guinea late in 1973 by Australian Prime Minister Gough Whitlam and 21 months 
later independence was given and a new nation was bom.
By 1995, the year of my departure from Papua New Guinea, there were many 
democratic advances and victories, but along with these came the growth o f corruption 
and scrambling for power. The general rale o f law and order deteriorated in many 
places and inter-tribal fighting again claimed many lives. There had been, over the 
last 30 years, displacement o f persons who had sought the dream of a "better" life 
through movement to cities, plantations, and resettlement blocks. The formal 
education system with its promise o f paid work spurred this urban drift. Non-formal 
education21 took place mostly through Christian mission and government vocational 
schools and the government's agricultural ("didiman") teaching as well as training 
through the health system ran by both the government and Christian missions. Other 
non-formal education included local mission work and several organizations that 
engaged in language translation and literacy development.22
20 Waiko, 180-190; Domey, 48.
21 See my discussion on the terms used for three types of education at the end of 
this chapter. The statement above remains true regardless of whether Coombs’s 
structure or my structure is applied to this statement.
22 The observations in this paragraph come out o f my own experience o f more 
than twenty years’ residence in both the highlands and the northern lowlands of Papua 
New Guinea.
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The Social Background
10
Although Papua New Guinea is roughly the size of California, it is populated by
'J'Xonly about five million people. However, the mountainous terrain o f the country has 
contributed to the development over time of its more than 800 distinct languages.24 At 
least one third of these languages remain phonic languages. About one third of the 
languages belong to the Austronesian family o f languages. These languages are the
• « 9S • •more recent arrivals in the land. Austronesian languages are the ones spoken in
26“Indonesia, the Philippines and the rest o f the Pacific island countries.” The two-
thirds portion o f the languages have been grouped simply as Non-Austronesian
The 1990 census listed a population of 3,761,954 with 52.7 per cent males and 
47.3 per cent females. Thus, an estimated figure for 2005 based on a 2.3 per cent 
annual growth rate gives a population of about five million persons, <http://www. 
niugini.com/pngonline/> (30 July 2005). The Lonely Planet website gives the 
population as 5.7 million, http://www.lonelyplanet.com/destinations/australasia/ 
papua new guinea/ (30 July 2005). The CIA World Factbook website, updated on 14 
July 2005, gave an estimated population figure of 5.5 million, http://www.cia.gov/ 
cia/publications/factbook/geos/ pp.html (30 July 2005).
24 Some sources list the count o f languages as over 700 (Waiko, 4; Domey, 31, 
32); however, a Papua New Guinea National Department of Education 2002 website 
states that there are an estimated 860 languages http://www.pngteachereducation.com/ 
introduction.php (25 August 2005). The Summer Institute of Linguistics website, in 
Ethnologue, [Gordon, Raymond G., Jr. (ed.), 2005. Ethnologue: Languages o f  the 
World, Fifteenth edition. Dallas, Tex.: SIL International. Online version: 
< http://w w w .ethnologue.com / (25 A ugust 2005)] g ives a figure o f  820 liv ing  
languages and 10 extinct languages.
25 Whiteman, 48.
26 Domey, 31.
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languages. The two most widespread groupings o f the Non-Austronesian languages 
are the Trans-New Guinea languages and the Sepik-Ramu languages. The Trans-New 
Guinea languages cover the highlands regions southward to the coastal areas and 
eastward along the Owen Stanley range to its end in the extreme southeast part of the 
country. The Sepik-Ramu languages are found in the other remaining area o f the 
country, the northwest region. There are some other smaller language groups among 
the Non-Austronesian “family,” mostly in the northwest region, but also on some of 
the outlying islands. The peoples speaking the Non-Austronesian languages are 
thought to be the first arrivals to the land. Dorney states that “The language 
distribution in Papua New Guinea is the most complex in the world.”27
Colonization brought with it the need to communicate widely across the many 
languages. In the southern portion o f the country the people spoke a trade language
called Hiri Motu. This trade language developed out of trading alliances along the
* 28 coast prior to colonization. In the northern part of the country Melanesian Pidgin,
locally known as Tok Pisin, sprang up with its own grammar but with vocabulary
taken from the Dutch, German, and English languages together with a smattering of
words from several outlying island language groups. Except for the first two or three
27 Ibid., 32.
28 Also called Pidgin English (Waiko, 252), or Neo-Melanesian [Frank Mihalic, 
Grammar and Dictionary o f  Neo-Melanesian (Westmead, NSW, Australia: Westmead 
Printing, nd 1957/Techny, IL: Mission Press, nd 1957)].
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years o f elementary29 school, English is the language of education, and is the language 
used in international affairs.
Local languages may be different, but customs may be similar. Dorney gives an 
example o f this from Karkar island just off the Madang coast. This island is about 
fifteen miles in diameter and has an active volcano in its center. One side o f the island 
is home to an ethnic group who speak an Austronesian language called Takia. On the 
other side of the island another group of people speak Waskia, a language from the 
Trans-New Guinea phylum. The first language is thought to be about fifteen hundred 
years old, while the latter is “of much more ancient heritage.” Yet the customs of the 
two groups o f people are almost identical.30 Cultures of adjoining ethnic groups may 
have much in common, possibly because of cultural diffusion, but there are great 
diversities in culture across the country. Common themes can be found, but there are
31exceptions to every commonality.
9QThe words “elementary” and “primary,” when used o f schooling in this paper, 
refer to all o f grade school education, which in Papua New Guinea included grades 
one to six. Secondary education included grades seven to twelve, or high school, and 
tertiary education any education beyond high school. In the early years high school 
education was offered only to grade ten. Currently, many provincial high schools still 
offer only up to a tenth grade education. Those qualifying for eleventh grade go on to 
a national high school.
30 Dorney, 32.
31 Waiko, 7.
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Cultures are diverse in ways other than language. Dorney notes that there are 
more than fifty ways o f counting within Papua New Guinea, with the range all the way
32from systems o f two to systems of forty-seven. Most people who live outside o f the 
cities are dependent on subsistence farming and/or fishing for their supply o f food,
•5-5
although some swamp dwellers are still hunters and gatherers. In some parts of the 
country sago is the staple food, while in others it is the sweet potato. In others the 
staples are yams and taro. Many kinds of vegetable greens are cultivated in small 
gardens. Many places grow cash crops to provide an income for family cash needs. A 
village or clan will often pool money to purchase transportation, and in many parts of 
the country traditional systems of food exchange still exist. Living quarters were 
traditionally made out o f available forest materials, with roofs made out of thatch. 
Making the thatch is time consuming, but had positive effects on social solidarity with 
neighbors and close relatives helping with the construction both of the house and the 
roof. In recent times, however, more and more people save up money to be able to put 
a corrugated iron roof on their house, which, though it makes the house much warmer
32 Domey, 32.
IT
Jared Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates o f  Human Societies (New 
York, London: W. W. Norton & Company, 1999, 1997), 147, 305.
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inside during the day and colder at night, will last far longer than a roof made of 
thatch.34
Two other observations should be made about the social life of the people. The 
first observation concerns the belief in spiritual powers. Many times these are thought 
to be ancestral ghosts, or spirits35 residing among the objects of the world in which the 
people live and move. Connected to this is the practice of sorcery, and illness and 
mishap are often attributed to the working of someone who has power with the cosmic
•1 /
forces to be able to harm others. Also connected with spiritual powers are what 
could be termed good magic, or rites which help one grow a good garden, help in a
34 Many o f the observations in this and the following paragraphs come out o f my 
own experience o f more than twenty years’ residence in Papua New Guinea.
35 Whiteman, citing Codrington [R. H. Codrington, The Melanesians: Studies in 
Their Anthropology and Folklore (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1891)], states that “A 
familiar characteristic of many animistic religions does not exist in Melanesia, namely 
a belief in a spirit which animates natural objects.. .so that the spirit is to the natural 
phenomenon as the soul is believed to be to the body o f man” (70). Instead, spirits, as 
opposed to ghosts, may never have been men, can appear in a corporeal form, may be 
associated with sacred places or objects, and have the ability to powerfully help those 
who know the right way to approach them (ibid.). Whiteman also states, citing 
Lawrence and Meggitt [Peter Lawrence and Mervyn J. Meggitt, eds., Gods, Ghosts, 
and Men in Melanesia (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1965), 11, 16], that “In 
the New Guinea Highlands, where a sharp distinction is drawn between remote and 
recent dead, Melanesians believe that the ancestral spirits of recent dead punish their 
descendents for wrongdoing, while economic benefits are believed to come from the 
ancestral spirits of the remote dead. This punitive exercise attributed to the recent 
dead, gives the Highlanders’ religion more o f a moralistic and ethical content than is 
normally found in most religions in Island Melanesia” (69). See also Waiko, 11.
36 See Domey, 35-38.
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hunt, help win a battle, or help seduce a person through the use of a magical love 
potion. The second observation concerns the practice of tribal fighting. The lowlands 
areas seem to be more subtle about revenge, going about it more surreptitiously, often 
through the use of sorcery, than in the highlands, where ambushes or standing battles 
are still being fought to retain honor because the enemy has killed one or a number of 
one’s relatives. “Payback” is a commonly used term in the highlands to identify a
• • 37killing done for revenge.
Papua New Guinea has been, and still is, often called “The Land of the 
Unexpected.”38 It is a land of contrasts, yet there can be discerned common threads of 
ways o f living woven through the fabric o f social life that bind the people in many 
subtle ways. This can be seen through a pervasive system of obligation throughout the 
country that is enshrined in the Melanesian Pidgin words “Wantok Sistem.” A 
“wantok” (literally “one talk” meaning “having the same language”) is a person who, 
in a literal sense, would share at least your language as a mother tongue, but as an
37 See Waiko, 31,38, 73,249.
-JO
A simple search o f the internet using this phrase will turn up a number o f sites 
that use this phrase for Papua New Guinea. An example of this is an online article 
from the Tea and Coffee Trade Journal, which states “In 1995, Papua New Guinea is 
widely touted as The Land of the Unexpected.” [John Fowke, “Organic coffee in the 
land of the unexpected,” Tea & Coffee Trade Journal, May 1995, 
< http://w w w .allbusiness.com /m anufacturing/food-m anufacturing-food-coffee- 
tea/506710-l.html#> (9 October 2006). Copyright © 1999 - 2006 AllBusiness.com 
Inc. All rights Reserved, © Copyright 2006 The Gale Group, Inc. All rights reserved, 
© Copyright 1995 Lockwood Trade Journal Co., Inc.], Also, the Papua New Guinea 
national airline, Air NiuGini, used this phrase as an advertising slogan on posters and 
in their in-flight magazine titled “Paradise.”
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extended metaphor it is anyone who has something in common with you. Halfway 
around the world, someone would be my “wantok” just because we were both from 
Papua New Guinea and we would expect the other person to help us out if  we were in 
any kind o f need.
We have seen from the three contexts described above that the country of Papua 
New Guinea has a varied and sometimes difficult physical terrain, a complex social 
milieu, and an interesting and colorful historical and political background. The terrain 
with its swamps and rugged mountains sets severe limits on transportation and 
interaction between the many tribal groups. The historical, political, and social 
settings have made the development of unity among the peoples difficult. It is 
important that one understands this heterogeneous and diverse background because it 
has a significant effect on how people perceive life and intergroup relations. This 
diverse background provided huge problems for the colonizers and the implementation 
and spread of the education systems which they introduced. Not only were there great 
physical and social obstacles to overcome, there were also enormous cognitive issues 
to be addressed in trying to establish a system of education that would be uniform and 
universal. Many o f these obstacles remain to the present time as barriers to Western- 
style education.
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The Problem, Purpose, and Significance of the Research 
The Problem
Research shows a gap in the discussion of traditional ways of education in Papua 
New Guinea. There is some material on informal learning, but very little on the 
processes o f learning in initiation, and written materials are almost, if  not completely, 
non-existent on a synthesis of informal and the more formal initiation processes. 
Numerous ethnographies have been written detailing the life o f the many distinct 
Papua New Guinea societies and analyzing it from a variety of viewpoints. Educators 
have also analyzed the Papua New Guinea situation from a number o f perspectives, 
although the number of writings does not appear to be as plentiful as the 
ethnographies. However, nothing, to my knowledge and at the time of my research, 
had been written on the process o f change from traditional to current Western 
educational practices. The interface of traditional ways of learning with Western ways 
o f learning has not been explored as it relates to the perceptions of the learner. It 
seems logical that the people would have either rejected one or the other, or else 
synthesized their experiences, but the results of this interface do not seem to be 
known.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
The Purpose
The study was initially intended to be all about initiation as formal traditional 
learning. It became clear to me that initiation was not where the “real story” was to be 
found. My ideal of going back to initiation as a paradigm for methods of teaching was 
not possible from any number of points o f view, including political and cultural. 
Politically, Westem-style education was too firmly entrenched to allow its 
methodology to be discounted. Culturally, the country had changed, as many societies 
had abandoned initiation in favor o f the promises of Westem-style education. There 
were many features of initiation that were presumably not suited to a more open 
society with travel to any part of the country and commerce of various sorts becoming 
the norm. This may be one reason that so many practices of initiation passed off the 
scene. Because of these factors, my analysis broadened to include informal traditional 
learning and formal Westem-style learning. For me, the “real story” became one of 
how adult men’s perspectives regarding education had changed because o f their 
immersion in several different ways o f doing education and learning.
From the above it can be seen that my research needed to cover the entire 
context o f learning in the life of a Melanesian person. This would include early
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
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learning imprints both from informal, or incidental,39 learning and also from formal 
Westem-style learning which perhaps would parallel and give some of the same input 
as the traditional formal context found in initiation. Looking at all this together would 
provide the context for change in the way Papua New Guinea persons thought about 
learning.
To accomplish this I had to look at the major ways in which learning 
traditionally took place in Melanesian culture, including both informal and formal 
learning. A study of initiation, as the only “formal” education before the coming of 
Western education, was necessary. The works on initiation which I consulted before 
proceeding to fieldwork in Papua New Guinea helped me understand that experience 
was a primary factor in the village-based processes of both informal learning and 
formal initiation-related learning.40 Several authors, whether writing from an 
indigenous background or having studied the Papua New Guinea context, appeal to the 
need to put practical experience and contexts o f relevance back into the classroom as 
an integral part o f the learning process so that character and personal being can 
develop.41 Sir Paulias Matane,42 as chairman o f a Papua New Guinea government
-i q
I use the terms “incidental learning” and “informal learning” synonymously.
40 This is not to say that initiation does not also provide a venue for informal 
learning. Informal learning is possible in all contexts o f life, but in some settings the 
characteristics o f formalized learning are added to the context.
41 Anton Kuman, “Education,” Catalyst: Social Pastoral Magazine for  
Melanesia 11, no. 4 (1981): 237-244; Alan Leadley, “Emancipating Relevant
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ministerial committee commissioned to study the philosophy o f education, attempted 
to strategically aim government efforts back to preparing students for usefulness in 
village life. The aim was to redirect student learning away from the goal o f obtaining 
salaried jobs to increase one’s upward mobility by balancing knowledge acquisition 
with practical experience and character development. This report became known as 
“The Matane Report.” In the early 1990s and beyond it became “the principal 
document giving direction to education.”43
The purpose of this study, then, is to examine the movement in understanding 
from how traditional education and learning took place to the practice o f modern 
Western education and learning in Papua New Guinea in order to determine what is 
perceived to be the ideal way to learn and educate. In order to do this I had to attempt 
to understand what questions about education and learning are raised in Melanesian 
minds through the interplay o f Western and Melanesian cultural contexts in a cross- 
cultural setting. I also needed to know how they perceive the resulting process of
Education,” Catalyst: Social Pastoral Magazine fo r  Melanesia 5, no. 5 (1975): 4-15; 
Thomas G. Sanders, “Conscientisation,” Catalyst: Social Pastoral Magazine fo r  
Melanesia 5, no. 1 (1975): 16-30.
42 National Department of Education, Philosophy o f  Education (Port Moresby, 
PNG: Department o f Education, 1986). See also Paulias Matane, “The Philosophy of 
Education,” Catalyst: Social Pastoral Magazine fo r Melanesia 18, no. 2 (1988): 143- 
154, an article w hich  explains this report.
43 Robert Litteral, “Language Development in Papua New Guinea: Cheaper by 
the Hundreds,” presented as a special lecture sponsored by the Linguistics Department 
o f the University o f Texas, Arlington, Texas, (1993), 
<http://www.sil.org/silewp/1999/002/silewpl999-002.html> (25 July 2006).
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interaction and change, and how this affected their perception of the best ways to learn 
and instruct, that is, the way their own thinking evolved toward a conception of the 
ideal learning environment. The ultimate end of all this is hopefully to be able to 
construct learning environments within Papua New Guinea that are contextualized to 
the cultural patterns o f the people there.
The Research Questions
Out o f this context I identified three key research questions. First, how do adult 
men from Papua New Guinea perceive their lifetime learning experiences? The 
answer to this question would bring out things they liked and things they disliked 
about their learning experiences. Second, in what ways do adult men from Papua New 
Guinea feel that their childhood and adolescent educational experiences have shaped 
their current lives as adults? What was important in shaping them might be important 
to hold onto in terms o f ongoing instructional practice. Third, and last, how would 
adult men who are teachers from Papua New Guinea describe both their current 
instructional practice and their mental picture of what an ideal learning environment 
would look like? Their description of this, together with any evaluative opinions they
m ight have, w ould  possib ly  g ive  insight into what they wanted to see on goin g  or 
discarded as part of best practices for instruction.
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The Significance o f the Study
I believe this study to be significant for at least two reasons. First, it will help to 
fill a gap in the literature. Knowing how people blend the old with the new to produce 
a “best practice” should help both educators and those whose roles find them in almost 
any other walk o f life to anticipate change and prepare for it. In this way it is hoped 
that it will help in the structuring o f education in Papua New Guinea. Second, it will 
help learners to appreciate and value the past. The proverb, “all that glitters is not 
gold,” could easily apply to many aspects o f modem life in Papua New Guinea, as I 
show later in the study. On the other hand, Bilbo, a character in Tolkien’s work The 
Lord o f  the Rings, portrayed Aragom, another character in the story, by the words of 
his poem as “All that is gold does not glitter.” Aragorn appeared rustic and rough but 
as a person o f traditional values became rightful king of the land by the end of the 
story. In this way he illustrated the idea that lack of appeal does not necessarily reveal 
the true worth or value of something.44 In the same way, there are many things in the 
past that are mistakenly thought to be of little value when compared to the 
attractiveness o f what the present has to offer. I hope to show that some o f the
44 J.R.R. Tolkien, The Lord o f  the Rings: The Fellowship o f  the Ring (New York: 
Ballantine Books, 1965), 325. See also pages 231, 233.
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traditional values bypassed by Westem-style education could profitably be 
reintroduced into present-day contexts.
The Research Methodology
This section will deal first with the design o f the study, then take up the matter 
o f data collection. I will close this section with a discussion of the conceptual 
framework in which the data were analyzed.
Design o f the Study
The design of the study followed “basic qualitative” research using the “constant 
comparative method o f data analysis” as described by Sharan Merriam.45 Qualitative 
research helps the researcher “understand and explain the meaning o f social 
phenomena with as little disruption of the natural setting as possible.”46 Merriam 
notes five characteristics47 common to all types of qualitative research. First, the 
researcher tries to understand the meanings people assign to their world from their
45 Sharan B. Merriam, Qualitative Research and Case Study Applications in 
Education (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2001), 11, 18; Sharan B. Merriam, Qualitative 
Research in Practice: Examples fo r  Discussion and Analysis (San Francisco: Jossey- 
Bass, 2002), 6, 8.
46 Merriam, Qualitative Research and Case Study Applications, 5.
47 Ibid., 6-8.
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point o f view. Second, the researcher is the primary means for getting and analyzing 
the data as opposed to a survey form, a questionnaire, or an inventory and as such can 
be responsive to the context in which the data is gathered. Third, data collection 
normally takes place where the behavior happens. Fourth, this type o f research builds 
abstractions and concepts by using the inductive method. Last, the findings of 
qualitative research are more comprehensive and descriptive than the numbers used to 
represent the findings of quantitative research.
The constant comparative method is a method in which data are continually 
compared at all levels of analysis, that is, primary units of data from a single research 
source compared with themselves, units of data from different sources compared to 
each other, and category and concepts constructed by combining units and 
subcategories into meaningful themes. By doing qualitative research I seek to 
understand the data from my informant’s perspectives. I approach the data from an 
interpretive posture, working to understand my informants’ constructs o f learning at 
their time and in their place.
The Participants
I collected  my data in Papua N e w  G uinea from Septem ber to D ecem ber in the 
year 2000 by conducting interviews and by gathering written materials. My 
informants were mostly people who were part of my network of contacts from my 
time in Papua New Guinea, primarily from an interdenominational religious college.
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Further contacts came through an extension of this network. Without an established 
network of acquaintances it would have been very difficult to find informants within 
the time frame of the research visa I was given by the government of Papua New 
Guinea. Before leaving for Papua New Guinea in September of 2000 I had some ideas 
about the range o f persons I might be able to contact, but no appointments. This 
would have been nearly impossible to arrange ahead of my arrival. I was fortunate to 
be able to make some contacts with people I did not know through introductions by 
people I did know. I was fortunate that these men I did not know were willing to 
assist me by taking of their time to give me an interview. The nine interviews 
conducted generally averaged two or more hours each— some more, but very few less.
I selected my interviewees on the basis of their experience, either as elders in 
their ethnic group or as men of advanced training, experience in Western-style
4g
schooling, and involvement in adult education. Most were active in a church. They 
all grew up in a village setting where they learned the mores and practical knowledge 
associated with their particular ethnic group. All my informants were men. This was
4 8  • • •According to Barret [David B. Barrett, George T. Kurian, and Todd M. 
Johnson, s.v. “Papua New Guinea,” World Christian Encyclopedia: A Comparative 
Survey o f  Churches and Religions in the Modern World, 4th ed. (Oxford, New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2001), 583.], 95.0 percent of the population in Papua New 
G uinea professed  Christianity as their religion  in 1995. Johnstone’s [Patrick 
Johnstone, Robyn Johnstone, and Jason Mandryk, s.v. “Papua New Guinea,” 
Operation World: 21st Century Edition (Waynesboro, GA: Paternoster USA, 2001), 
509] figures show that 97.28 percent o f the Papua New Guinea population claimed 
Christianity as their religion. Because of this high percentage my sources were 
necessarily drawn from those who claimed to be aligned with this religion.
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partly due to cultural issues resulting in a lower level of female saturation in education 
and work arenas when compared to that of men. Initiation of females was much less 
common and usually less elaborate than was initiation for males. In any case, I did not 
have access to anyone associated with female initiation or a female who was involved 
in adult education. Traditionally women did not teach men, although this has 
gradually changed with the introduction o f Western-style education.
I have changed the names of all my informants in order to hide their true identity 
and so protect them according to the requirements for the Institutional Review Board 
for Research Involving Human Subjects. See Appendix B for the unsigned 
Institutional Review Board form, and Appendix C for the interviewee consent form. I 
told the board that I would inform the participants that any use in publications o f the 
information they have given me would not reveal sufficient factual information to 
identify the person giving the information. I felt this to be necessary in order to help 
my informants feel free to share what they might consider to be sensitive information. 
For these reasons, it may seem that the information I am able to share about the 
participants is quite brief or truncated. I regret this necessity. Table 1 summarizes the 
information I am able to give regarding the interviewees. The untranscribed tapes of 
two of my nine interviews were lost, as I explain below, and I have not included these 
in m y list o f  interview ees.
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Table 1
Biographical Chart o f Interviewees
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Note: All ages are approximate.
Nambis was a mature student about 40 years old residing with his wife and 
family at a well-known college in Papua New Guinea when I interviewed him. His 
birthplace was in the Western Highlands Province well to the south of the Great 
Papuan Plateau. During his youth he had completed one of two levels o f initiation that 
were traditionally held in his tribe. He was fortunate, because of this and for other 
reasons, to have some leadership status within his ethnic group and it was obvious that
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he spoke to me from an insider’s point of view as he talked about traditional informal 
and formal learning for his people.
Kinua did not come from the country o f Papua New Guinea, but was included in 
the interviews because he was Melanesian, had a large part o f his education in Papua 
New Guinea, and remained in Papua New Guinea to teach. He was a middle-aged 
m an around age 50 with a fam ily. He was the only one o f  the interviewees who had 
undertaken formal training to be a teacher in the public school system of his country. 
He had served as an elementary school teacher before continuing theological studies to 
become qualified to be a minister in the church. When I interviewed him he was 
teaching in a college in Papua New Guinea.
Opinga came from, as he termed it, the south coast of the Morobe Province. He 
grew up near a large river that flows into the Solomon Sea. Although several miles 
from the sea, his people, during the dry season, would go down the river to the ocean 
to fish, but normally a large part of their protein was gained from the river by which 
they lived. Opinga was working as a theological teacher and trainer in an urban area 
when I interviewed him. He had originally trained in agriculture, then moved into 
teaching agriculture under the capable tutorship of an experienced person, who taught 
him many o f the skills he needed to be a successful teacher. He was about 40 years
old  and had four children.
Filiana came from the Oro (Northern) Province, where he went to elementary 
school. After high school he attended university to study journalism, but was not able 
to pursue this as an occupation due to pressing family needs at home. When I
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interviewed him he was the principal o f a translation organization. I would guess his 
age to have been about 35 to 40 at the time. Filiana had a very good grasp of the 
reasons why he used the training methodology he had developed. It was obvious that 
his range of experiences in life had enabled him to think deeply and clearly about the 
issues we discussed.
Sangape was the director o f the same translation organization o f which Filiana 
was a part. He came from the Western Highlands Province. He was an older man 
with much experience, probably around 50 or 55 years of age. He evidenced a deep 
knowledge o f his ethnic group’s ways of life, especially their communication patterns. 
We both felt a deep sense of mission and excitement during our time together in the 
interview, talking about some issues I was not able to explore with others, such as the 
use o f metaphor in his ethnic group.
At the time of my conversations with him, Timingir was working in literacy as a 
field trainer for literacy teachers. He was married and in his early 30’s when I 
interviewed him. His original home was in the Southern Highlands among a people 
who are known for growing their hair to make special wigs while undergoing various 
degrees o f traditional training. We did some traveling together and he assisted me in 
numerous ways that enhanced both the work and our relationship.
D ilind iw i w as working as a m inister in h is hom e v illage in the Eastern 
Highlands when I interviewed him together with two men from his village. He was 
about 55 years old, with his older children grown and married. He was both an 
informant and the interpreter in the interview with himself and two men from his
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village. One o f these men was quite old, and the other was about the age o f Dilindiwi. 
The transcript o f this interview varies from the others due to the fact that I would ask 
the questions, Dilindiwi would translate the question, the two would give their 
answers and talk it over with Dilindiwi, who would then translate back to me a 
composite consensus of their discussion. Because of issues of translation and the way 
in which the discussion was handled it is impossible to ascertain whose thoughts were 
whose, and I have simply given Dilindiwi the credit for the responses. However, on 
almost all o f the questions the same process o f question, translation o f the question 
into the village language, reply in the village language with a consequent discussion, 
and, lastly, translation by Dilindiwi back into Melanesian Pidgin of the consensus 
opinion, was followed. Dilindiwi had done some theological study and had been part 
o f the administration team at a college in Papua New Guinea.
Data Collection
Before I left the United States o f America for Papua New Guinea to do the 
fieldwork portion o f the research I developed two sets of guideline questions to be 
used with interviewees in a semi-nondirective interchange. These interview guide 
questions can be found in Appendix C. One set of questions was for Melanesians who 
were now teachers in their own culture and the other for older men who could 
hopefully tell me from their store o f experience what I needed to know regarding 
initiation processes. I developed the questions from my research reading and from my
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general understanding of the cultures o f Papua New Guinea, having spent twenty-two 
years o f my adult life there in both village and college settings. The questions were 
intended to be open ended in the hope that they would lead to more questions and give 
me a picture o f what took place in the life o f the informant. This is just what 
happened, perhaps surprisingly, with all my informants. However, once I started the 
interviews I realized that a complete separation of the guides into two discrete sets of 
questions was not desirable. Because o f this I mixed the two sets of questions in some 
interviews. Also, as I started to develop my analysis, I realized that these distinctions 
were not necessary, so I have not treated them as if they were separate types o f data. 
Some teachers had experienced initiation as well as Westem-style education so I 
tapped that knowledge. Upon my return to the USA and after transcribing the 
interviews I had some further correspondence by email with a couple o f the informants 
when I needed clarification of a point made.
Sadly, I had only half transcribed my interview with Dilindiwi and his two 
village colleagues when I lost his tapes when going through security at an airport. I 
lost two other interviews at the same time, one of which was my interview with 
Sangape. I later tried to retrieve the tapes, hoping that the security personnel might 
have seen them and preserved them, but to no avail. Neither they nor the police in 
charge o f  the airport could  find m y m issing  item s, so I wrote to Sangape asking him  i f  
he would be kind enough to just write out answers to the questions that I had prepared 
as guides to the interview. This he graciously agreed to do, but when he had finished 
them his computer was stolen and he had to start all over again. Though his responses
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to the questions were a great help, it did not make up for what I had lost on the tapes 
from our face to face interview. The interview guides could not reconstruct all the 
directions the open-ended questions had taken us the first time, nor do I think a second 
interview would have recaptured the sense o f mission and excitement we both felt 
during our time together.
Seven of the nine interviews were conducted in the English language at varying 
levels o f English proficiency. For many persons in Papua New Guinea English is their 
fourth or fifth non-primary language.49 As mentioned above, three o f these interviews 
were lost in their entirety as I had not yet started transcribing them, although I was 
able to redo by email Sangape’s interview. The two remaining interviews were 
conducted in Melanesian Pidgin, although the one done with Dilindiwi, as explained 
above, was more complicated with the use o f three people compiling a composite 
interview, two of whom spoke in their birth language.
My qualitative interview data accumulation was expected to surface the 
important questions. Part of this happened in the process of doing the interviews 
themselves. I essentially followed the first four o f six steps o f analysis given by 
Kvale, which are, to have the informants describe their world, to allow the informants 
to make new connections about the content, to condense and interpret the meaning
49 Domey, 32. One of my students, Walo Ani (his real name and not one o f my 
interview informants), told me he spoke fourteen languages. I expressed surprise and 
said, “you must mean that you know parts o f fourteen languages.” “No,” he replied, “I 
speak fourteen languages fluently.”
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back to the informant for affirmation or correction, to interpret the transcribed 
interview, to re-interview, and to allow new action by the informant as a result o f new 
insights.50 The process in the interviews generally was to ask thought-provoking and 
open-ended questions and let the interviewees respond, developing their responses on 
their own without my prodding and making new connections as they mentally turned 
over the material they were talking about. I then tried to reflect what they were saying 
back to them, not in its entirety because that proved to be impossible to do in the flow 
o f conversation, but instead trying to pick out what seemed to be salient or central, 
reflecting this back to them and getting their confirmation on their meaning. I did not 
always do this perfectly, as sometimes we both became so enthusiastic that we simply 
carried on a stimulating conversation.
The collection o f written materials was conducted in several places. I was able 
to do library research at the Melanesian Institute in the town of Goroka in the Eastern 
Highlands Province and also at the Christian Leaders' Training College in the Western 
Highlands Province. Due to time restraints only a brief period o f time was spent at the 
University o f Papua New Guinea in the capital of the country, Port Moresby. I felt I 
was able to gather the materials that would prove useful in light of my interview 
questions. This aspect o f data collection was interspersed into my interview times.
50 Steiner Kvale, Interviews: An Introduction to Qualitative Research 
Interviewing (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 1996), 188-204.
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A small portion of the research came from personal observation. I spent roughly 
two decades in Papua New Guinea with major portions of time in both the central 
highlands and in the northern lowlands regions. Approximately one third o f my time 
in Papua New Guinea was spent living in a village and the other portion on a college 
campus mixing with students from across the nation. These experiences provided me 
with much information, some of which I have drawn on for this study.
Data Analysis
When I returned to the USA I transcribed these interviews as the first step in the 
process o f analysis. I thought, first o f all, that my equipment for recording was 
adequate. It turned out to be sufficient, but I could have done better if  I had known 
that it would be impossible for me to find a way to make backups o f my micro­
cassette recordings. In addition, some o f the recordings were hard to hear and took 
many extra unnecessary hours of listening to make the transcriptions accurate. I 
learned also that I needed to slow my speech and that of my interviewee so that 
enunciation would become clearer. These and other lessons were valuable to me 
should I do further fieldwork in the future. After transcribing the interviews I began 
the process o f  “cod ing” them . Throughout and fo llow in g  the coding, the director for 
my dissertation writing, Dr. Amy Rose, checked and approved my work. For me this 
was one o f the beginning processes o f interpretation in which the material was 
condensed into bits o f meaning. I then began to pull this coding together into
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categories, looking for themes of meaning. After this I started to relate these 
categories to the purpose o f my research to see how they addressed my objectives. I 
did not do Kvale’s fifth or sixth steps of the interview analysis process -  to re­
interview, and then to help the interviewee put into practice what had been found in 
the process -  because I had to leave the country before I could do any transcribing.
When analyzing the transcripts I basically followed Kvale’s concept o f meaning 
condensation51 in which the interview statements and concepts are distilled into a 
much briefer statement. I then worked to draw these pieces of meaning statements 
into themes. To do this I read the whole interview to get a sense of it as a whole or to 
try to understand the big picture o f the thinking of the interviewee. Then I went back 
to the particular statements and condensed them down into shorter units. These I 
grouped into themes that I determined dominated any number of the shorter units. I 
then looked at these compiled lists to see what they said to me about my main 
questions for the study. I discarded redundant units only when they could not 
ultimately shed understanding on any of the issues being addressed. The themes were 
then amplified into descriptive statements that became the basis of the writing. I felt 
that this approach was the best one to use because of the essentially interpersonal 
context o f the interviews— both the interviewer and the interviewee were engaged in a 
process o f  mutual learning as the interview  progressed. However, in w riting up the
51 Kvale, 192, 196-199.
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descriptions, I endeavored always to give the material from the point of view of the 
interviewee. I have attempted to control the interpretation of the material and to 
substantiate my analysis by including verbatim passages from the interviews within 
the writing up of the material. This is what Kvale terms “control o f analysis” through 
“explication of procedures.”
The Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework evolved over time. It drew from several sources, 
including Bateson, Turner, Strauss and Quinn, D ’Andrade, and Coombs, as well as 
some secondary sources. What follows first is a brief overview of some of the 
thinking by various authors on cognitive structures followed by what I took from their 
research. I then close by adapting Coombs to a fresh perspective o f three o f the 
commonly accepted kinds of learning -  informal, formal, and non-formal.
52 Kvale, 207-209.
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Structuring Knowledge
Bateson, studying the Iatmul culture in Papua New Guinea,53 gives us a method 
for analyzing what he calls “cultural structure,” defined by him as “a collective term 
for the coherent “logical” system which may be constructed by the scientist, fitting 
together the various premises o f the culture.”54 He states that
If we accept (a) that the complexity of the cultural structure is a reflection 
o f some property o f the culture itself, and (b) that the elements o f this 
complexity are to some extent present as ideas or assumptions in the minds of 
the natives, then it follows that any pervasive characteristic of the cultural 
structure can be referred to peculiarities of the Iatmul mind; that, in fact, we are 
here dealing with the cultural expression of cognitive or intellectual aspects of 
Iatmul personality.55
Bateson uses the special term eidos to identify the “standardisation o f  the cognitive 
aspects o f  the personality o f  the individuals” (emphasis his). Note that Bateson uses 
“the Iatmul mind” and the “Iatmul personality” in a collective sense, not in an 
individual-person sense. Based on the quote above, a researcher, using the “pervasive 
characteristics,” that is, the salient and culturally distributed mental features of
53 Gregory Bateson, Naven: A Survey o f  the Problems Suggested by a Composite 
Picture o f  the Culture o f  a New Guinea Tribe Drawn from Three Points o f  View 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2nd ed., 1958).
54 Ibid., 218.
55 Ibid., 219-220.
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initiation, should be able to trace at least some of the outline of the cognitive model 
that any given society uses in the formal educational aspects of that culture.
D’Andrade56 makes the same point when he says, “A description of a complex 
cultural structure is typically a theory about the internal mental world o f one’s 
informants.”57 He notes that intellectual experts in a culture will organize the cultural
co
items of their area of expertise into a system. I assume, in this paper, that both the 
cultural elders and the experienced teachers I interviewed are intellectual experts and 
had already organized cultural items into a system. What remained for me to do was 
to label the cultural items described to me and to describe the interview material in the 
terms required by adult education as an analytical discipline.
In the attempt to look at traditional formal education as a context for change, a 
number o f perspectives for analysis arise. Merriam and Caffarella59 identify three 
distinct areas for consideration when analyzing adult learning. These three areas are 
the learner, the learning process, and the context in which the learning takes place.
56 Roy D ’Andrade, “Some Methods of Studying Cultural Cognitive Structures” 
in Finding Culture in Talk: A Collection o f  Methods, ed. Naomi Quinn, (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 83-104.
57 Ibid., 84.
58 Ibid, 84, n. 5.
59 Sharan B. Merriam and Rosemary S. Caffarella, Learning in Adulthood: A 
Comprehensive Guide (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2nd ed., 1999). Merriam and 
Caffarella are secondary source material, but I use them as a point o f entry to primary 
material.
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They also deal with a fourth area which they term “the learning transaction,” but they 
deal with it as an area for synthesis.60 This study will be concerned primarily with the 
learning process and the context and will seek to develop from the data obtained an 
explanatory framework.
My discussion of the place o f the learner and learning within the interviews61 
and the cultural institution of initiation will need to deal with the way or ways in 
which these persons and ethnic groups structure knowledge. The literature generally 
refers to the structure of what learners know as “schema.”62 63 Merriam and Caffarella
60 Merriam and Caffarella’s use o f the term “learning transaction” refers to the 
explanation of adult learning through frameworks, models, and theories (page 267) 
and thus shows the different ways various authors have taken what they know of the 
learner, the process, and the context, and extended or formed this knowledge into an 
explanatory framework, model, or theory.
61 The interviews encompass aspects o f informal learning, initiation, and 
Western-type schooling.
62 Merriam and Caffarella, 204; Claudia Strauss and Naomi Quinn, A Cognitive 
Theory o f  Cultural Meaning (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 49. 
Bateson was a forerunner of this concept, stating that “In the study of cultural structure 
we take details of behaviour as our units and see them as linked together into a 
‘logical’ scheme” (Naven, 25).
“Schemas” and “schemata” are dictionary plurals for the word “schema.” I 
will use “schemas” to denote a simple plural where the schema are relatively unrelated 
to each other or in the generic sense o f plurality. I will use “schemata” when referring 
to similar schema being bundled together. Strauss and Quinn “opt for an Anglicized 
ending rather than the original Greek one,” using “schemas” as the plural rather than 
“schemata” (264, n. 1).
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quote Anderson,64 who says that schemas “represent categorical knowledge..., [that 
is] concepts in terms of supersets, parts, and other attribute value pairs.” Schema may 
be about events as well as objects, and can exist independent of other schema or be 
“embedded within other schemas.”65 Strauss and Quinn explain schema as 
“collections of elements that work together to process information at a given time” 
rather than being “distinct things” in themselves.66 Some schema are idiosyncratic,67 
but they can also be bunched together as schemata. Each individual has a complex 
array o f schemata which make up that individual’s cultural thinking or knowledge. 
While the knowledge structures of an individual are unique to that person, the inter­
group commonalities of the meanings o f these individual structures, acquired through 
“humanly mediated experiences,” make up a generalized understanding which is
/ o
called culture by Strauss and Quinn’s definition.
Strauss and Quinn elaborate their definition of culture by describing it as the 
abstracted generalization of recurring experiences “in the humanly created world” and 
shared by a group o f people. Abstracted generalizations are the developed set of
64 J. R. Anderson, Cognitive Psychology and Its Implications (New York: 
Freeman, 1996), 155-156.
65 Merriam & Caffarella, 204.
66 Strauss and Quinn, 49.
67 Strauss and Quinn, 264, n. 2.
68 Strauss and Quinn, 7. The authors also identify other definitions of culture.
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similar schemas used to interpret objects or events. In other words, culture is a set of 
commonly held meanings. The regularly recurring objects and events within a society 
(as opposed to “shared experiences o f the natural world”) are what make up the 
building blocks of its culture.69
Rumelhart and Norman note that knowledge structures, or schema, are usually 
developed by individuals using three types of, or approaches to, learning. These forms 
of learning are accretion, tuning, and restructuring. Accretion refers to the taking in of 
various bits o f informational datum that are normally referred to as “facts.” Tuning 
refers to the changes in the way a particular set of data is structured. Normally these 
changes occur in a gradual manner over time. Restructuring refers both to the creation 
o f new knowledge structures or schema and the reorganization of the schema already
• 70held in memory.
Schema, according to Merriam and Caffarella, are usually divided into two 
categories -  those made up of “declarative knowledge,” and those made up of 
“procedural knowledge.” Declarative knowledge is knowledge that can be reported or 
described. Procedural knowledge is the acting out of a body of understandings. 
Although they are interrelated, that is, an action or procedure can be described to some
69 Strauss and Quinn, 7.
70 D. E. Rumelhart and D. A. Norman, “Accretion, Tuning, and Restructuring: 
Three Models o f Learning,” in J. W. Cotton and R. L. Klatzky, eds., Semantic Factors 
in Cognition (Hillsdale, N.J.: Erlbaum, 1978), cited in Merriam and Caffarella, 205.
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extent, and a description can be used to help a person carry out an action, they are also 
separate kinds o f knowing processes because they are able to exist independently of 
each other. Merriam and Caffarella illustrate this by saying that a person may be able 
to describe various models of instruction but not be able to “put these models into 
action.”71
Metacognition is a type o f learning used by some individuals not chiefly to 
develop individual schema, but to aid in finding solutions by deliberately using an 
understanding o f the processes o f thinking to manipulate schemas and schemata into 
new patterns in order to generate new solutions. Metacognition is defined by Bruer as 
a high level cognitive process which uses “the ability to think about thinking, to be 
consciously aware of oneself as a problem solver, and to monitor and control one’s 
mental processing”72 to solve problems. I include this discussion o f metacognition 
because in other literature, using Scott Atran’s discussion of ethnoscience as an 
example, metacognition is viewed as an ability to embed “half-baked notions in ideas 
we have about them” allowing “the construction of conceptual stages towards a full
71 Merriam and Caffarella, 205.
72 J. T. Bruer, Schools fo r  Thought: A Science o f  Learning in the Classroom 
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1993), 67, cited in Merriam and Caffarella, 206.
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understanding,” 73 thus aiding in the development of more complex knowledge 
structures.
The idea o f building knowledge structures depends on the assumption that 
successive experiences are remembered and compared with each other. Merriam and 
Caffarella note that Knowles, Cervero, Caffarella, MacKeracher, and Daley74 all speak 
o f “the importance o f acknowledging adults’ prior knowledge and experience as 
integral to the learning process.”75 Those with greater knowledge and experience are 
able to “solve problems faster and in a more economical way, have stronger self­
monitoring skills, and are able to view and solve problems at a deeper level” than 
those lacking their knowledge and experience.76 Merriam and Caffarella cite
73 Scott Atran, “Whither Ethnoscience?” in Pascal Boyer, ed., Cognitive Aspects 
o f  Religious Symbolism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 62, see also 
67.
74 M. S. Knowles, The Modern Practice o f  Adult Education: From Pedagogy to 
Andragogy, 2nd ed. (New York: Cambridge Books, 1980); R. M. Cervero, Effective 
Continuing Education fo r  Adults (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1988); R. S. Caffarella, 
Planning Programs fo r  Adult Learners: A Practical Guide fo r  Educators, Trainers, 
and S ta ff Developers (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1994); D. MacKeracher, Making 
Sense o f  Adult Learning (Toronto, Canada: Culture Concepts, 1996); B. J. Daley, 
“Novice to Expert: How Do Professionals Learn?” in Proceedings o f  the Adult 
Education Research Conference, no. 39 (San Antonio, Texas: University o f the 
Incarnate Word and Texas A&M University, 1988).
75 Merriam and Caffarella, 206.
76 Ibid., 206.
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Anderson’s work77 in noting some advantages that greater knowledge and experience 
bring, namely, the processing abilities which enable them to “switch from explicit use 
o f declarative [factual] knowledge to direct application of procedural [performance] 
knowledge;” to “learn the sequences of actions required to solve the problem or 
portions o f the problem [known as tactical learning],” to “develop new constructs for 
representing key aspects o f a problem,” and, to “recognize chunks in problems which
7 0
are patterns o f elements that repeat over problems.” These enhanced abilities are 
often domain-specific, and the ability to become an expert in any one domain, because 
o f the differing skills required by that domain, may be rooted in both the nature o f the 
problem and the proclivity of that person to solve that type of problem.79 The ability 
o f certain people to solve certain types o f problems more easily than other persons is
likely related to cognitive style, defined as “consistencies in information
«80processing.
This cognitive framework accords with that outlined by D ’Andrade, mentioned 
previously in connection with cultural experts. D’Andrade sees two different kinds of
77 J. R. Anderson, 283, 292, 294.
78 Merriam and Caffarella, 206-207 .
79 Ibid., 207.
80 Ibid., 208.
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81 • • •cognitive structures, simple and complex. He describes simple cognitive structures
as “chunks,” that is, each chunk is the organization of a small number o f elements into 
a unity or whole. He uses the metaphor o f a sentence to clarify the meaning of simple 
cognitive structures and uses the metaphor of a paragraph to clarify the meaning of
complex cognitive structures. Complex cognitive structures are the organization of “a
82  •number o f chunks in various relationships with each other.” These include
“taxonomies, paradigms, partonomies [‘X is a part of Y’ as in ‘arm is a part of
body’83], scripts, models [a structure used to reason about something84], semantic
8^networks, story grammars, narratives, discourses, associative nets, and so on.” ' 
Knowledge Structure and Anthropological Theories of Culture
This section discusses knowledge structures as they relate to their wider 
construct in culture. I first discuss, primarily from Strauss and Quinn, the concepts of 
schema and connectionism, showing that when they are shared among persons they
81 D ’Andrade, 83
82 Ibid.
83 Ibid., 83, n. 1.
84 Ibid., 83, n. 2.
85 Ibid., 83.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
46
provide the basis for an understanding of the meaning of culture. I then go on to 
discuss Turner’s ideas o f how cognitive structure and ritual are related to the study of 
initiation.
Schema Theory and Connectionism: The Building Blocks of Culture
Strauss and Quinn define schema as “intrapersonal, mental structures” that are 
“networks o f strongly connected cognitive elements that represent the generic 
concepts stored in memory”86 and “learned or innate mental structures that organize
87related pieces of our knowledge.” They are psychological content akin to concepts
such as identity or habit, and like identity, are implicit, that is, “normally out of
88awareness,” “but face no resistance in coming to consciousness.” Schemas, like 
identity, are “neither completely fixed nor entirely fluid.”89
Strauss and Quinn give the following illustrative description o f the work that 
schemas perform:
Schemas sometimes reconstruct our memories of past events, determine the 
meanings we impart to ongoing experience, and give us expectations for the
Strauss and Quinn, 6.
87 Ibid., 49.
88 Ibid., 9, 259 n. 13.
89 Ibid., 9.
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future. Schemas also fill in missing or ambiguous information: just think of 
everything that can be left unsaid in any conversation because speakers assume 
their interlocutors share their schemas. Without these learned expectations 
regarding the way things usually go, it would be impossible to get anything 
done, plan for the future, or even interpret what is happening; and without 
schemas that were at least partly shared, social interaction would be impossible 
as well.90
Because schemas function as a kind of template for the data o f knowledge, the brain is 
able to use the unique structure o f each template to fill missing gaps in the data or to 
construct new schema or adjust old schema to fit the “shape” of new data.
In Strauss and Quinn’s view, if cultural meaning is to be explained adequately, 
schemas must depend on a “connectionist-inspired”91 model o f schemas rather than a
92symbolic processing model. Connectionism is a psychological theory that gives a 
way for cognition to be modeled showing that “meanings can be mental while being 
learned from and sensitive to the public world,” thus showing that meanings, though 
intrapersonal and immediate, are also derived from experience of the world external to
90 Ibid., 49.
91 Ibid., 11, 84.
O ') Strauss and Quinn note that symbolic processing, as distinct from 
connectionism, can be represented by a language metaphor (51) in which “symbols 
[are] strung together in sentences” (52). This alternate, and, in their view, deficient, 
model suggests that each piece or chunk of data learned is represented mentally by a 
separate sentence or rule. These sentences or rules are inscribed on the brain. New 
knowledge requires that a new rule or sentence be inscribed, and the revision of old 
knowledge would take place through the amending or deleting o f current rules or 
sentences (52).
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the mind.93 94 Knowledge is found in the “connection weights” or, in other words,
“the strength and density of the interconnections among the units [of data] o f which 
they are composed.”95 “The weights on connections between units are modified 
through repeated exposure to examples of associations that need to be learned.”96 This 
is a neo-associationist model o f “whole interlinked networks” that differs from the old 
associationist model of “simple pairs o f links” which consist only of one-to-one 
associations between chunks o f data.97 This model could be represented by a 
biological model of neural networks that interconnect and interact simultaneously on
93 Ibid., 84.
94 Kidd [J. R. Kidd, How Adults Learn (New York: Association Press, 2nd ed., 
1973), 162] states that the term connectionism was made popular a century ago by E.
L. Thorndike drawing on “classical association and thus with the learning theories of 
scholars going back to Aristotle” (emphasis in original). Kidd said Thorndike asserted 
“that learning is connecting and the connections have a basis in the nervous system.. .a 
person’s intellect is the sum total of the bonds he has formed” (163, emphasis in 
original). Kidd refers the reader to E. L. Thorndike, The Fundamentals o f  Learning 
(New York: Teachers College, Columbia University, 1932) and E. L. Thorndike, 
Animal Intelligence (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1911).
95 Strauss and Quinn, 53, 52.
96 Ibid., 52.
97 Ibid., 53.
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any number o f neural layers and pathways98 which “process information 
holistically.”99
Strauss and Quinn note several strengths and weaknesses of the connectionist 
cognitive model. Some o f the strengths they list are 1) connectionism handles well 
information that is incorrect or missing,100 2) connectionism shows how implicit
instruction can be interpreted and actioned,101 3) connectionism allows for a stages-of-
102learning process, 4) connectionism handles well the process of transitioning from 
the novice’s need for explicit rules to the expert’s use of intuition in solving
103 •problems, 5) connectionism handles well the transition from naming an abstract to 
the experiencing of that abstract,104 6) connectionism allows the activation of plausible 
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the ability “to interpret culturally meaningful symbols,”106 and 8) connectionism 
enables a constructive response to “both postmodern critiques of static cultural 
meanings and old-guard warnings that cultural meanings do not change continuously 
or whimsically.”107 In regard to this last point, Strauss and Quinn note that 
connectionism enables this response by demonstrating that even though meaning is 
idiosyncratic and immediate because it is “the interpretation evoked in a person by an
1 A O
object or event at a given time” and is, therefore, seen through the lens of 
connectionism, “the output of something like a connectionist network,” 109 it is also 
somewhat stable because of the history o f these intrapersonal connections and because 
many o f these meanings are cultural meanings, that is, “the typical... interpretation of 
some type o f object or event evoked in people as a result of their similar life 
experiences,”110 and is, therefore, seen through the lens of connectionism, “the typical 
output of the networks of people who have similar histories.”111 Some of the 
weaknesses of connectivist theory noted by Strauss and Quinn are 1) connectionism
106 Ibid., 82.
107 Ibid., 82.
108 Ibid., 6, 82.
109 Ibid., 82.
110 Ibid., 6, see also 82.
111 Ibid., 82.
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112 * *does not handle well learning with high emotional content, 2) connectionism does
113not handle well the distinction between supervised and unsupervised learning, or 
handle either extreme well,114 3) connectionism does not model well “how learners 
leam to attend to some things and not others,”115 and 4) connectionism does not give 
enough attention to the issue of innate knowledge.116
Strauss and Quinn do not hold that connectionist models, at least at the time of 
writing, are adequate to explain all that needs to be elaborated about cultural 
meanings, but that connectionist models are their preferred alternative to symbolic 
processing models in that they are able to better account for the interactions between
the intrapersonal and extrapersonal worlds.117 They also note that connectionism
118provides the core of their thinking about cultural meanings.
The ability to transcend differences between cultures can be accounted for by 






117 Ibid., 82, 84.
118 Ibid., 11.
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experience, however; they are also active processes whose primary function is to 
facilitate the use o f knowledge.”119 Cultures differ because o f the different way two 
cultures might interpret a seemingly similar experience based on the patterns of 
interpreting their storehouse of experience. For example, when I lived in the 
Mountain Arapesh village of Walahuta, a common schema for the success o f the 
growth of garden produce was the application of appropriate garden magic. My own 
schema for the growth of garden produce attributed success to natural factors such as 
soil fertility, rainfall, how much sun the garden received, and agricultural techniques. 
In cases like this, cultural structures or schema, which are active processes, can be 
adjusted by the input of new data when this data is demonstrated to be effectual.
Victor Turner
In 1909 Arnold van Gennep in Rites de Passage120 proposed an analysis of life- 
crisis ceremonies that outlined three main stages for what he called “rites o f passage” - 
separation (severance from a state of relationship in the accepted social structure), 
transition or margin (limen, signifying “threshold” in Latin), and incorporation ( to re­
merge or re-integrate or be reincorporated into the social structure where social rights
119 Merriam and Caffarella, 204.
120 Arnold van Gennep, The Rites o f  Passage, trans. Monika B. Vizedom and 
Gabrielle L. Caffee (Chicago: The University o f Chicago Press, 1960, original 1909).
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and obligations are clearly defined).121 In his introduction to the 1960 translation of 
van Gennep’s work, Solon Kimball observes that van Gennep’s view was that these 
stages were dynamic structural processes o f transition and each was found in varying
1 'y 'y
degree depending on the culture and the crisis. For van Gennep, rites o f passage 
offered a way for society to regenerate itself through death and rebirth by an entry into
1 -y'j
the realm o f the sacred.
Turner does not think there are varieties of cognitive structures spread across 
various ethnic groups,124 as perhaps Levy-Bruhl believed through his distinction 
between the prelogical mind o f the so-called primitive ethnic peoples and the logical 
mind of the “civilized” modem man.125 Perhaps Turner was thinking of this when he
121 Ibid., 11.
122 Ibid., vii, viii. See also p. 11.
123 Ibid., viii.
124 Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure. (Chicago: 
Aldine Publishing Company, 1969), 2, 3. In the context Turner is referring to a 
category fault he sees in Henry Lewis Morgan, certain unnamed German scholars, and 
Edward E. Evans-Pritchard.
125 Levy-Bruhl states that “For lack o f proceeding by a comparative method, 
philosophers, psychologists and logicians have all granted one common postulate. 
They have taken as the starting-point o f their investigations the human mind always 
and everywhere homogeneous, that is, a single type of thinker, and one whose mental 
operations obey psychological and intellectual laws which are everywhere 
identical.. .such a postulate does not tally with the facts revealed by a comparative 
study o f the mentality o f the various human aggregates. This teaches us that the 
mentality o f primitive peoples is essentially mystic and prelogical in character; that it 
takes a different direction from our ow n...” [Lucien Levy-Bruhl, How Natives Think
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said, “Nor is it entirely accurate to speak of the “structure of a mind different from our 
own.”126 For Turner, “It is not a matter of different cognitive structures, but of an
127identical cognitive structure articulating wide diversities of cultural experience.”
Rather, he quotes and affirms Monica Wilson as saying, “I see in the study of rituals
* • • 128the key to an understanding of the essential constitution of human societies.” Later,
in this same work, he speaks of symbols and their relations, particularly in the group 
he was studying, as “a set of evocative devices for rousing, channeling, and
129domesticating powerful emotions, such as hate, fear, affection, and grief.” In 
Turner’s view differences of cognitive structure are secondary when it comes to an 
analysis o f meaning. More important is how they do the job o f knowledge 
transmission. It is not cognitive structure that is needed, but rather how they cobble
(New York: Washington Square Press, Inc., 1966; first published in French in 1910 as 
Les Fonctions Mentales Dans les Societes Inferieures with an English translation in 
1926), 346],
126 Turner, The Ritual Process, 3.
127 Ibid., 3 .1 believe that what Turner refers to when he uses phrases such as 
“structure o f a mind” and “different cognitive structures” he is speaking of the 
apparatus o f the brain -  that it is structured the same way in all humans. However, the 
structures that the brain builds, which is the more common use of the term ‘cognitive 
structure,’ are as varied as the number of cultures in the world, and perhaps as many as 
the number of people in the world. Strauss and Quinn’s argument is that people are 
identified as a member of a particular culture because their mental models, the 
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together the methodological structure -  what form they use to get the job done. Why 
they use a particular form answers questions o f educational philosophy and 
psychology; however, psychology may often also be part of the methodological 
structure in that evocative or affective devices are deliberately used to achieve 
educational ends.
Victor Turner states that he “came to see that the liminal stage was of crucial
• 130importance with regard to this process of regenerative renewal” that had been 
proposed earlier by van Gennep. Van Gennep said of biological and social activities 
that “Their energy becomes exhausted and they have to be regenerated at more or less 
close intervals. The rites of passage ultimately correspond to this fundamental 
necessity, sometimes so closely that they take the form of rites of death and 
rebirth.”131 Turner elaborated this process of regenerative renewal through an analysis 
o f ritual symbols. Using the term “multivocality” he showed that any given symbol 
might stand for a number o f different things and take on various meanings. He 
maintained that symbols should be studied from three points o f view and that the 
meanings thus derived interact with and complement one another to give a full 
understanding of their significance in the rite. The three types o f meaning he
130 •Victor Turner, On the Edge o f  the Bush: Anthropology as Experience 
(Tucson, AZ: University of Arizona Press, 1985), 159, cited in Beth Barrie, “Victor 
Turner,” Indiana University Course E500, Spring 1998, posted online at 
http://www.indiana.edu/~wanthro/turner.htm, accessed June 2, 2006.
131 Van Gennep, 182.
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identified were the exegetical or indigenous meaning, the operational meaning, and the 
positional meaning. The exegetical meaning was the meaning given to the symbol by 
the indigenous people. The operational meaning depended on how the symbol was 
manipulated in the ritual, how it was situated within the social structure, and how it 
was used to gain an evocative or affective response. The symbol’s positional meaning 
was seen in its relation to all the other symbols a part of a total system of meaning.132
Formal, Nonformal. and Informal Learning
A discussion of the definitions o f formal, nonformal, and informal learning is 
appropriate at this point as part of my theoretical framework. The labels of formal, 
nonformal, and informal were used by Coombs (with Prosser and Ahmed) to frame
1 TO
research which investigated nonformal education in rural societies. Coombs is 
primarily concerned with the types o f education addressed by nonformal learning, as 
he defines nonformal learning, while my research is concerned primarily with formal 
and informal learning. While Coombs recognizes that these labels of formal,
132 *Victor W. Turner, The Forest o f  Symbols (Ithaca, New York: Cornell 
University Press, 1967), 50, 51.
1 TO t t
Philip H. Coombs, with Roy C. Prosser and Manzoor Ahmed, 1973. New 
Paths to Learning fo r  Rural Children and Youth: Nonformal Education fo r  Rural 
Development. Prepared for UNICEF by International Council for Educational 
Development. New York: International Council for Educational Development.
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nonformal, and informal are not perfect,134 with “overlap and a high degree of 
interaction between them,”135 he nevertheless provides three working definitions for 
these categories. He defines informal education as “the truly lifelong process whereby 
every individual acquires attitudes, values, skills and knowledge from daily experience 
and the educative influences and resources in his or her environment— from family 
and neighbours, from work and play, from the marketplace, the library and the mass 
media.”136 By form al education he means “the hierarchically structured, 
chronologically graded “educational system” running from primary school through the 
university and including, in addition to academic studies, a variety o f specialized 
programmes and institutions for full-time technical and professional training.” He 
uses the term nonformal education to refer to “any organized educational activity 
outside the established formal system” and “intended to serve identifiable clienteles 
and learning objectives.”138 In this schema initiation in Papua New Guinea would fall 
under the nonformal definition, and, according to his definition of formal education,
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there would not have been any formal education taking place in pre-colonial Papua 
New Guinea.
I also use these same terms to identify the boundaries of education; however, I 
define them in a slightly different way. I include self-education under nonformal and 
redefine informal to mean mostly incidental learning. I say “mostly” because there is 
a fine line in collectivist based high context societies between external and internal 
motivation.139 I define incidental to mean that learning which takes place 
spontaneously or as a result of some activity in which the learning is not the major 
focus, whether or not the instruction or learning becomes intentional within this 
activity. This way o f dividing education is based on the power structures within each
139 “Collectivism” and “individualism” are seen in studies in intercultural 
communication as the two ends o f a continuum of a dimension of cultural difference 
in social behavior. Harry C. Triandis, “Collectivism Versus Individualism: A 
Reconceptualisation of a Basic Concept in Cross-Cultural Psychology,” in Readings 
on Communicating with Strangers: An Approach to Intercultural Communication ed. 
William B. Gudykunst and Young Yun Kim (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1992), 71-82, 
delineates several opposing characteristics that help define this continuum. 
Collectivism has high social contextual influence while individualism is much less 
influenced by social context. See also Geert Hofstede, Culture ’v Consequences: 
International Differences in Work-Related Values (Newbury Park, CA: Sage 
Publications, 1984, abridged ed.), for proposed consequences o f how a culture orients 
itself along this dimension. The term “high context” refers to the degree of 
dependency on nonverbal and verbal clues in the communication o f a message. “High 
context” societies depend greatly on the communication setting for their understanding 
of a message. It should be noted that the meaning for the word “context” is slightly 
different when used for collectivism as a social construct than when it is used for the 
communication setting. The former is a dependence on the unity o f the persons 
involved, whereas the second is a dependence on the cues coming out of the 
communication setting. See also Edward T. Hall, The Dance o f  Life: The Other 
Dimension o f  Time (New York: Doubleday, 1983) for additional perspectives on 
context.
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division, and in this schema initiation falls under the definition of formal education. 
There are differences in the agency o f power between formal and nonformal 
education. In formal education the learner is largely under the control of the 
institution and its agents and must submit, to a great degree, to the way things are done 
or to the plan, and perhaps the whim, of the power agent. The learner is much more in 
charge in the nonformal setting, with the power to choose to participate, and with 
power to influence the outcome. Informal, or, as I term it, incidental, learning can 
include a combination of both power structures. Here critical reflection makes the 
difference. Incidental learning can come through an almost infinite variety of sources. 
If it is uncritically absorbed it puts the individual at the mercy of the source, and 
behavior follows the dictates of the learning. If, however, the information o f the 
source is subjected to critical reasoning, the individual has the opportunity to choose 
what action to take, or, in other words, to become self-empowered. Thus, the effect of 
power agencies decreases where learning takes place under the “informal” rubric as 
growth in critical thinking is developed.140
140 Coombs does broaden education to mean all learning “regardless o f where, 
when or how the learning occurs” (p. 9); however, he is still focused on the provider 
rather than the learner as the one in control o f learning, as indicated by his comment 
“This learning-centred view of education obliges us to start our analysis with the 
clients and their needs before moving on to consider alternative means for meeting 
these needs” (p. 10). His perspective fits best in cultures that are primarily 
individualistic, low context and monochronic in terms of their time orientation. In 
collectivist, high context, and polychronic time-oriented cultures, such as those found 
in Papua New Guinea, I believe my perspective fits better. See the references in the 
previous footnote.
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There is obvious overlap between all three of these divisions. In terms o f power 
and control o f what is learned, formal education is not completely hegemonic and 
nonformal education is not completely free o f it. The boundaries between incidental 
and nonformal are not as clear as they are between nonformal and formal. The real 
issue for learning is what the learner does with what is to be learned regardless o f the 
definitional category in which the learning takes place. However, these broad 
divisions do give a starting point for discussion of social change because o f the 
different emphases on the power o f the individual.
Nonformal education, then, as I define it, includes categories such as popular 
education, participatory research, community development, education occurring in 
certain non-government organizations, library learning, and some forms o f education, 
such as literacy. Nonformal education addresses, among other topics, questions 
relating to economically or otherwise disadvantaged communities o f persons within 
society. I include in informal education all the educative influences noted by Coombs, 
above, with the exception of library learning, because library learning is probably 
more intentional as a primary focus rather than being incidental. Formal education, in 
my view, includes all instructional activities in which the instructor is primarily the 
one in charge o f the educative environment and process and one which is more or less 
institutionalized w ithin the structure of the society  in which it occurs; that is, it is 
sponsored by the society and is repeated within a social rhythm.
This section has described the conceptual framework for this paper looking first 
at the way in which certain theorists describe cognitive structures—what they are, how
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they are formed, and how they function. Schema are the building blocks o f cognitive 
structure and they may be simple or complex. Schema allow persons to process 
information. Linked together they allow an individual to make sense o f the 
generalized realities of life. I then went on to explain briefly Strauss and Quinn’s 
view of the way in which the connectionism model of schemas is a more adequate 
explanatory device, even though it does not explain everything, for talking about 
cultural meanings than is the symbolic processing model. I also noted some of 
connectionism’s strengths and weaknesses. Third, I discussed how Turner views the 
concept o f cognitive structure, arguing for a commonality of cognitive structure across 
cultures as seen in the use o f symbols in their relationship to regenerative renewal and, 
as will be seen in Chapter 2, a common cognitive structure for initiations that holds 
more or less true across various cultures. Last, I revised Coombs’s definitions for 
formal, nonformal, and informal learning to provide a better fit with non-Western 
cultures.
Organization of the Study
Chapter 2 forms the backbone of the literature review, which primarily 
concerned traditional initiation in Papua New Guinea. I look at five different ethnic 
groups and note their similarities and differences socially and educationally. One of 
the emphases here, in the thinking o f the ethnologists, is that o f “making persons,” that 
is, the role which initiation exercises in the transformation of persons not just as a
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movement from one status to another, but a change within the very being o f the 
initiates that results in productive members o f society who will, in their turn, also 
reproduce that form of society. Chapters 3 through 6 deal with the themes emerging 
from the interviews. Chapter 3 introduces the interviewees’ perceptions o f their 
informal period of learning which primarily took place during childhood. I then move 
on to discuss themes found in several interviewees’ experiences and knowledge of 
traditional initiation before going to perceptions of other interviewees’ experiences of 
Western schooling. Chapter 6 closes the discussion of the interviewees’ perceptions 
by describing and analyzing their concepts o f an ideal learning environment. Chapter 
7 then deals with implications for the study and areas for further research.




This chapter provides a brief introduction to definitions and descriptions of 
traditional initiation practices and rituals. The data that was explored came from five 
ethnographic articles which gave descriptive surveys of the five ethnic groups. These 
five groups were selected on the basis that they were geographically wide-spread from 
different regions o f the country but still on the mainland, and from as wide a range of 
language groups as possible.141 The purpose o f this was to obtain a sampling that was 
generalized sufficiently in a geographical sense in order to get a good overview of 
initiation in the country, but not so widespread that the variables would be too difficult 
to analyze under the constraints o f the research. At least four of these brief surveys 
were written from what Herdt calls an “interactionist” point o f view,142 that is, where 
society, its symbolic system, and the individual are seen as complementary
141 I was not able to find an Austronesian-speaking language group on the main 
island in which initiation had been ethnograpically studied. See Chapter 1 for a brief 
discussion of languages in Papua New Guinea.
142 Gilbert H. Herdt, ed., preface to Rituals o f  Manhood: Male Initiation in 
Papua New Guinea (Berkeley: University o f California Press, 1982), xiii.
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components of culture and therefore, in Herdt’s view, should not be studied without 
reference to each other.
The first part o f this chapter provides an overview of the meaning o f initiation as 
well as some o f its features. This is followed by a description o f Awa male initiation 
and briefer descriptions of rituals in four other ethnic groups. I then turn to a 
discussion of the social and instruction/learning similarities and differences that are 
seen between Awa initiation and that o f the other groups. I close the chapter by 
looking at the social and cognitive structures for these groups.
The Meaning of Initiation
Much has been written on the cultures o f Papua New Guinea; however, due to 
the large number o f language groups in the country, each with its distinctive culture, it 
will likely be some time before all are individually studied. Any survey o f the 
literature, therefore, can only be cursory o f the totality of cultures and, while assuming 
some general themes common to many Papua New Guinea cultures, cannot presume 
to be exhaustive. My intent here is not to give definitive meanings, but rather 
descriptive meanings, because I am not so concerned with defining initiation as I am 
with seeking cultural forms of learning that occur in a formalized setting.
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Initiation as a Paradigmatic Pattern for Culture
Several authors,143 although they make their point in different ways, note that 
initiation in a culture is a microcosm of all the themes of that particular culture's life. 
Gesch states that "it is profitable to look for initiation as a paradigmatic pattern to be 
found in all aspects of village religion."144 This makes initiation an important 
institution to study if one wants to get a good understanding of the world view of any 
particular people. For some ethnic groups it is an introduction or incorporation into 
the life o f the village,145 for others it is recognition o f knowledge already gained and 
the conferring o f status as in a graduation ceremony.146
If this is true, it should be possible to analyze educational processes as a facet of 
the socialization aspect o f initiation. This facet could then be compared to other
143 J. S. La Fontaine, Initiation: Ritual Drama and Secret Knowledge Across the 
World (Middlesex, England: Penguin Books, 1985); Edward L. Schieffelin, The 
Sorrow o f  the Lonely and the Burning o f  the Dancers (New York: St. Martin's Press, 
1976); R. Daniel Shaw, Kandila: Samo Ceremonialism and Interpersonal 
Relationships (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1990).
144 Patrick F. Gesch, Initiative and Initiation: A Cargo Cult-type Movement in 
the Sepik Against its Background in Traditional Village Religion (St. Augustin, West 
Germany: Anthropos-Institut, 1985), 222.
145 Ibid., 222, 223; Philip L. Newman, Knowing the Gururumba (New York: 
Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1965) 38; see also 67-68.
146 Shaw, Kandila, 2, 57, 173-4.
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processes o f education both within the ethnic group and those processes that may have 
been imposed on the group from outside the group. These processes could then be 
analyzed for their importance in the overall learning structure o f that group.
Initiation as Status
In some cultures initiation is a point o f time in which a new status is 
recognized;147 in others there is up to a lifetime o f moving higher in status through 
succeeding stages of initiation.148 Regardless of whether it is seen as entry-level status 
or an ongoing struggle to reach the top level of status, initiation develops this sense of 
belongingness to the group and its culture in an individual. In many ceremonies the 
ordeal is so unsparing and distressing and the knowledge so extensive, as well as being 
confined and meaningful to only that group, and thus highly valuable, that the initiate 
who is successful gains a real sense o f having arrived, and is socially affirmed through
147 Shaw, 16.
148 •Frederick Barth, Ritual and Knowledge among the Baktaman o f  New Guinea 
(New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1975), 47-102, but especially 48, 
101; Gesch, 230, where the Kiniambu ethnic group have a six-stage process over a 24- 
year cycle; Roger Schroeder, Initiation and Religion: A Case Study from  the Wosera 
o f  Papua New Guinea (Fribourg, Switzerland: University Press, 1992) 138; Donald F. 
Tuzin, “Ritual Violence Among the Ilahita Arapesh: The Dynamics o f Moral and 
Religious Uncertainty,” in Rituals o f  Manhood: Male Initiation in Papua New Guinea, 
ed. Gilbert H. Herdt, (Berkeley: University o f California Press, 1982: 321-355), 335.
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the ceremonies designed by that ethnic group to celebrate the achievement o f the new 
status.
Initiation as Symbol
La Fontaine likens initiation to a play with its actors. He theorizes that initiation 
follows some o f the functions which a play represents, including providing an artificial 
experience and providing recreation, entertainment, and even pleasure in the feasting 
time. Initiation like a play uses deception and special effects to create the dramatic 
moment, and, again, like a play is almost never re-enacted in exactly the same way.149 
In contrast, Gesch describes a scene in which an initiate threatened to drop out because 
the reality o f the pain was too much to bear.150 For La Fontaine, the drama aspect of 
initiation emphasizes the need to look at the ceremony as a symbolic whole in order to 
understand the true meaning of the ritual.151 On the other hand La Fontaine also notes 
how initiation is different from drama -  it “is purposeful activity,” “a means to achieve
1 ^ 9other ends,” primarily that o f status.
149 La Fontaine, 182.
150 Gesch, 236.
151 La Fontaine, 183-4.
152 Ibid., 184.
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Initiation as Socialization
A full discussion of initiation as socialization is not within the scope of this 
paper. However, it must be recognized that initiation is one way in which 
socialization takes place in society, but is not the only way, even for those cultures 
which practice it. Many ethnic groups in Papua New Guinea do not have initiation 
processes, but use other ways to achieve the goal of socialization. For example, 
Bolyanatz discusses the use of legitimate versus coercive power by the men o f the 
Papua New Guinea island province of New Ireland in keeping younger and teen boys 
in line.153 He maintains that the use of legitimate power through verbal chastisement 
is ineffective in deterring unwanted behavior in the boys, and therefore the purpose is 
seen to be that of bolstering oneself in the eyes o f the people generally. There may be 
an element of truth in what he says, but he himself admits that for a time there is 
visible change in the boys through the processes used, even though the change is not 
permanent. The argument could be made that the legitimate means do have a short­
term effect; otherwise the foundations for paying attention to consequences o f action
153 Alexander H. Bolyanatz, “Legitimacy, Coercion, and Leadership Among the 
Sursurunga of Southern New Ireland,” Ethnology 33 (1994): 53-63.
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would not be strong enough to enable a successful transition to full adulthood, 
signaled in this New Ireland154 culture by the birth o f a young man's first child.
Comparing this process of socialization with that of initiation it is clear that 
some processes are much more deliberate and taken more seriously, and therefore 
quite likely have more to do with the deeper issues of culture. The point is made 
several times in the literature that initiation is primarily a religious act or form, having 
to do with the deepest issues o f personal identity, values, and the meaning of man in 
relation to his society. This is socialization. Perhaps other socialization processes, 
like the one described by Bolyanatz above, have more to do with surface behavior and 
personality.
The Features o f Initiation
Brown summarizes the features found in initiation: “planning by mature men, 
information and meanings concealed from the uninitiated and all women, rituals held 
in seclusion, paraphernalia prepared in secret, surprise carrying off o f novices to be 
initiated, infliction of pain and tests o f endurance, taboos and deprivation o f food and 
water, instruction in proper manly behavior and in significance of symbols, and public 
presentation of initiates after seclusion.”155 These are the features generally seen in
154 One o f the islands of Papua New Guinea.
155 Paula Brown, Highland Peoples o f  New Guinea (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1978), 151. See also Schroeder, 51, 52; Newman, 66, 68.
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initiation, but all of them may not be present in any one group’s initiation process, as 
will be seen below. The presence or absence o f these features may also depend on 
how narrowly the researcher defines initiation, and on the constraints and customs of 
any given ethnic group.
Isolation
It is instructive to discuss several o f these features. Taking the novices out of 
their normal setting is often called by anthropologists, beginning with Arnold van 
Gennep in his Rites o f  Passage, “rites of separation.”156 In educational terms this 
could be called an extraction process whereby the student is physically taken out of 
familiar settings into one which is isolated or strange for the purpose o f producing 
more openness to change in the initiate. The "in-service" method, that o f studying 
while working, assumes a foundational base of knowledge sufficient for one to have 
already started the practice o f a "career." The extraction process has as its goal the 
undoing of old attitudes and the shaping o f new ones with the goal of achieving a 
basic level o f satisfactory performance in a new role or "career." This is what 
initiation is supposed to achieve, as will be seen in the literature on initiation that will 
be discussed below, in the settings where novices are isolated for the purpose of
156 Van Gennep, 11.
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imparting cultural norms to them, or, in more pronounced cases, of instilling cultural 
norms into them.
Testing
Initiation also includes issues of testing. There are various Western 
interpretations given to the purpose of the testing, including psychologically based 
views which see the older men trying to reinforce their status over younger, more 
virile men. This Western interpretation of an indigenous process rises out of Freudian 
oedipal complex theory, but Lidz and Lidz show that the supposedly oedipal transition 
process in Papua New Guinea shows a marked difference to that which takes place in
• • 157Western societies. While, from Western society’s point of view, testing in the 
educational/training process should not be excessive to the point of being either 
physically or psychologically abusive, testing is a valuable part o f the learning 
process. Testing develops character as well as sharpening the mind, and it should not
157 Theodore Lidz and Ruth Wilmanns Lidz, Oedipus in the Stone Age: A 
Psychoanalytic Study o f  Masculinization in Papua New Guinea (Madison, 
Connecticut: International Universities Press, Inc., 1989), 181-191. In some Papua 
New Guinea societies it becomes clear that the antagonism instilled in the youths 
against women is not so that the fathers can keep their sons from competing for the 
love of the wife o f the father, but that the fathers themselves fear what the women, or 
rather their substances, can do to harm their masculinity, and want to teach their sons 
o f this danger.
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be neglected in Papua New Guinea training institutions, but should seek to develop 
graduates who are characterized with a high degree of moral and intellectual maturity.
Instruction and Learning
Most scholars, according to Kaelber in his article on the initiation of men in the 
Encyclopedia o f Religion,158 suggest that instruction is central to the forms of 
initiation that take place in the primitive rite. He points out that sociologists note that 
initiation seeks to achieve behavior appropriate to the new social status desired and 
therefore instruction to this end is the core project. Myerhoff, Camino, and Turner say 
there are two ways learning takes place in initiation. First, learning takes place 
through the medium of direct instruction, where the initiate is taught the mythical 
history o f the society. Second, there is learning through symbolic experience. Here 
ritual is enacted, performed. They cite Anthony Wallace as presenting “the concept of 
a ‘ritual learning process,’ which essentially works through what he calls the ‘law of 
dissociation.’” Cognitive and affective restructuring can take place because the person
158 Walter O. Kaelber, “Initiation: Men’s Initiation,” in Encyclopedia o f
Religion.
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is “radically dissociated from past knowledge before being presented with much new
information.”159 They set out Wallace's concept this way:
Wallace outlines the various phases o f this kind of learning: preleaming or 
anticipation; separation (through sensory deprivation, monotonous stimuli, 
extreme physical stress, and the like); suggestion (high suggestibility associated 
with trance or dissociation, sometimes thought of as conversion or possession); 
execution (achievement o f a new cognitive structure); and maintenance (through 
repetition or reinforcement), occasionally involving a resynthesis.160
Further, the teachers in initiation use the ceremony to bring about self-conscious
questioning, a kind of reflexivity that does something to the recipients o f the teaching
so that “culture is transmitted -  not merely as a codified system of principles and
messages, but as an intrinsic learning process, embracing experience so that, as Victor
Turner puts it, one's duty becomes one's desire.”161 This, I believe, is the real core of
what the initiation process is all about. This is what the institutional setting must learn
to reproduce. Myerhoff, Camino, and Turner state that precious little research has
been done on this point -  the issue of how this happens.162
159 Barbara G. Myerhoff, Linda A. Camino, and Edith Turner, “Rites o f Passage: 
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Schroeder includes an extended section showing similarities between Roman 
Catholic traditions of initiation and the Wosera people,163 and even includes a 
fascinating diagram by Rev. Claude-Marie Barbour, a Presbyterian missionary who 
worked in South Africa and Scotland before going to work in the United States, which 
compares a traditional initiation with the catechumenate of the Catholic Church.164 It 
is not hard to see parallels here with the isolated, instructional setting o f the rural 
college campus where I worked and taught and how this schema provides parallels 
that seemed to be lacking at this rural college in terms of planned  hardships o f fasting 
and extended times of silence, reflection, and prayer.
Stages
At this point it is instructive to include Turner’s analysis of the stages of 
initiation. As noted above, both van Gennep and Turner identify three stages to 
initiation, namely, the stage o f separation, the liminal stage, and a reincorporation 
stage. Each o f these stages have specific purposes and functions.
163 Schroeder, 223-232.
164 Ibid., 230.
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The Separation Stage
At the separation/detachment stage o f transition the initiates become “no longer” 
classified.165 That is, before entering the initiation process the initiates fit into the 
structure o f society and as such had a classification within the structure. Now that 
they are undergoing transformation of being they must be separated from what they 
knew themselves to be. One of the purposes of this first stage, as seen in the 
ethnographies to follow in Chapter 2, is to unsettle and destroy their concept o f who 
they are (or have been) and to make them view their previous life with abhorrence or 
distaste.166
The Liminal Stage
Initiation is one of the rites of passage, as described by van Gennep, that has a 
well-developed period o f liminality.167 At the liminality stage o f transition initiates
165 Victor Turner, “Betwixt and Between: The Liminal Period in Rites of 
Passage,” in Louise Carus Mahdi, Steven Foster, and Meredith Little, eds., Betwixt 
and Between: Patterns o f  Masculine and Feminine Initiation (LaSalle, IL: Open 
Court, 1987), 6.
166 Examples o f this will be seen in the ethnographies to be discussed in this 
chapter. See Herdt, 137, 247, 337-338.
167 Turner, “Betwixt”, 5.
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enter an ambiguous state, passing through a domain that has little or nothing in 
common with the social structure they have left behind or the one they will emerge 
into later.
In the liminal stage they are considered structurally non-existent, without a 
functional name for their category in society, and no longer what they used to be.
They are nothing; that is, they have become undifferentiated as neither male nor 
female, and they also have nothing -  they have no status, no property, no rank or 
kinship position. They are structurally invisible. This position of being non-structural 
and non-categorical is often represented by symbols “drawn from the biology o f death, 
decomposition, catabolism, and other physical processes that have a negative 
tinge.. ..”168 Pollution is not seen to be an ontological negative in the persons or being 
o f the initiates, but polluted in regard to their relations with the rest o f society. Their 
position, rather, is an unstructured and structurally “invisible” condition which allows 
contact or nearness to “the unbounded, the infinite, the limitless.” 169 In essence, the 
initiates are a contradiction to the norms of life in the society and they must be
170separated in order to protect the established structure. What is “unclear is unclean” ; 
that is, they do not fit within any o f the “recognized fixed points in space-time of
168 Ibid, 6.
169 Ibid, 8.
170 Ibid, 7. Turner is drawing here from Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger 
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1966).
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structural classification.” 171 The symbols o f death and dissolution used during this 
stage o f initiation impress them with the loss o f all that they thought was true o f life.
This is the place where explicit instruction is given. The meaning of the sacred 
artifacts and the cultural world view begins to be understood here in more than an 
intuitive way because what happens during this period causes the initiate to reflect 
cognitively on what is happening. There is also much about this period that is 
affective. The cognitive and affective work together to produce a full transformation 
in the initiate’s thinking and in the way life is lived.
The Re-incorporation Stage
In the re-incorporation stage o f transition, also called the aggregation or 
consummation stage, the same symbols o f separation and death seen in the detachment 
and liminal stages are shown to be symbols of new life. For example, huts and tunnels 
are both tombs and wombs, lunar symbolism is both waning and waxing, snakes shed 
the old but look new again, bears hibernating “die” in autumn and are “reborn” in 
spring, infants and dead people are both naked, etc. Transformative ritual often
171 Ibid.
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becomes a ceremony of celebration172 for the new status and the return to a culturally 
recognized state within the social structure.
Summary
During the transition period new roles and relationships are established. Peer to 
peer there is no differentiation. Any differences that there may have been o f age, 
status, etc., are nonexistent and all initiates are seen as being equal and treated on an 
equal basis.
The initiate-to-elder relationship is characterized by the absolute authority o f the 
elders who represent the embodiment o f culture. Initiates are to come under the 
absolute authority o f cultural meanings from this time on, and this is psychologically 
impressed into them.
The initiates are isolated from the rest o f society because they are ritually 
polluted and structurally invisible. Isolation has the benefit o f removing them from 
the old world so that its pull is diminished and the desire to go back there for a sense 
o f comfort is lessened. Consequently, no relationship with all the others o f the 
community is allowed at this time.
172 Ritual and ceremony are distinguished from each other in Turner’s usage. 
Ritual takes place in “religious behavior associated with social transitions, while the 
term ‘ceremony’ has a closer bearing on religious behavior associated with social 
states,” ibid., 5.
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Having discussed briefly the descriptive meanings assigned to initiation and 
some o f its salient features, I look now at the Awa people’s practice o f initiation.
Awa Male Initiation
I am using the Awa people o f “mainland” Papua New Guinea as a template 
because their initiation rites are illustrative o f one of the longer forms o f initiation.
The initiation rites of the Awa people o f the Eastern Highlands Province are also fairly 
typical of the highlands region,173 and the account given by Newman and Boyd174 
gives a good introduction to the Awa people’s view of knowledge and the instructional 
methods they use to impart this knowledge. Later sections will develop an analysis 
of the instructional aspect of traditional initiation.
173 Keesing asserts that initiation rites from the Eastern Highlands are “the 
centric idealized characterization of the genus” -  where the themes of initiation ‘Papua 
New Guinea style’ are most fully developed [Roger M. Keesing, Introduction, in 
Rituals o f  Manhood: Male Initiation in Papua New Guinea, ed. Gilbert H. Herdt, 
(Berkeley: University o f California Press, 1982), 1-43], 14. With the exception of the 
Ilahita Arapesh, the other groups described in this chapter also come from the 
highlands region. Papua New Guinea has more than 800 languages representing as 
many ethnic groups, and although not all of them practiced initiation, the number who 
did would still be so large as to prohibit a comparative study o f them all.
174 Philip L. Newman and David J. Boyd, “The Making of Men: Ritual and 
Meaning in Awa Male Initiation,” in Rituals o f  Manhood: Male Initiation in Papua 
New Guinea ed. Gilbert H. Herdt (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982), 
239-285.
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The Awa People
The Awa people are called by the name o f their language. They live in the 
southeastern part o f the Eastern Highlands Province of the country o f Papua New 
Guinea in the Kratke Mountain Range, whose grassland valleys along the Lamari 
River are around 3,000 feet elevation and whose forested mountain tops rise to around 
7,000 feet. They numbered, at the time Newman and Boyd gathered their data (1964- 
65, 1970, and 1971-72),175 approximately 1500 persons and lived in eight villages in 
which the houses were tightly clustered. These villages were largely autonomous.
The life-style of the people living in the Awa villages was similar to that o f other 
neighboring groups in their same language family, the Auyana, Gadsup, Tairora, and 
several other smaller groups. Economically, the Awa subsisted largely on the 
vegetables produced in their gardens, and the protein produced through pig farming. 
Socially, adult men and women lived separately, marriage partners for both young 
men and young women were selected by males in their family from outside their 
immediate family (their natal group), and descent and inheritance were passed down 
through the father and his ancestry. Men lived in communal men’s houses, and boys, 
in their early teens and before initiation, lived with other boys their age “in small
175 Ibid., 242. In the footnote on this page, the authors remark that the first 
contact with Western persons took place in 1947. Total fieldwork time was thirty 
months, first by Newman for twelve months, then by Newman, Boyd and Donald 
Rundstrom for three months, then again by Boyd for fifteen months.
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makeshift huts o f their own construction within the village.”176 At the time of 
Newman and Boyd’s research, warfare with neighboring villages was still a reality of 
everyday life. Although Newman and Boyd did their research almost exclusively in 
one Awa village, they state that “Brief surveys o f other Awa communities, 
conversations with visitors from other villages, and questioning of locals about the 
customs of other communities make it clear that the fundamental pattern o f male 
initiation is the same across all Awa communities, although details may differ.” 177
Overview of Awa Initiation Ritual
Awa male initiation, according to Newman and Boyd, occurs over a period of 
ten to fifteen years and is marked by a series of five major rituals. In Awa thought, 
these five rituals are regarded as a single unit. Although no one Awa word identifies 
these rituals as a single unit, an Awa myth referring to all but one o f the rituals 
confirms this. Newman and Boyd have summarized the myth this way:
The myth begins with two boys living with their mother. She is knotting a 
string net bag and accidentally drops her bone netting awl through a crack in the 
house floor. When the boys are sent under the house to retrieve the awl, they 
inadvertently catch sight o f their mother’s genitalia. Thinking that what they see 
is something to eat, perhaps a fuzzy rodent or marsupial, they repeatedly call out 
to her to give it to them. The mother, greatly disturbed by this impropriety, 
decides to leave her children and hide in another village. She arranges a
176 Ibid., 246.
177 Ibid., 241, n. 3.
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subterfuge so the boys will not immediately discover her absence, but they 
eventually realize she is gone and are greatly dismayed.
The boys try to determine where their mother has gone by using a 
divination technique that involves shooting grass-stem arrows in various 
directions. If an arrow is fired in the direction traveled by the person being 
sought, it flies in a straight line; but when an arrow is shot in any other direction, 
it circles back and strikes the archer in the genitalia. After shooting many 
arrows and receiving an equal number o f blows to their genitalia, the boys fire 
off the last remaining arrow. Fortunately, it does not return, indicating the boys 
have found the direction in which their mother has gone, so they set off in search 
o f her. By nightfall they still have not found their mother, so they decide to 
sleep in the ground nest of a large bird. The next day, they are discovered asleep 
in the nest by an old man who has come into the forest to collect the eggs o f this 
bird. He pulls the boys out of the nest, dusts them off, and takes them back to 
his village. There he puts them into the men’s house, but he does not inform his 
wife, who is, in fact, the mother of the boys. He does, however, tell her to make 
the various kinds of arm and leg ornaments that are worn by initiated men. The 
old man wants to make the boys strong young men, so he does all the things 
involved in the second ritual, decorates them with the new ornaments, and 
finally brings them out o f the men’s house to show his wife, declaring them to 
be his sons. Although the ritual has transformed them from boys to young men, 
they are recognized by their surprised mother, and the four o f them dance 
together, singing a song composed by her.
In the final segment o f the myth, the young men are working in the garden 
o f the old couple, cutting branches from a large tree. Unknown to them, two 
sisters see them in the tree, and, finding them attractive, each selects one for a 
husband. They mark their choice by placing bone awls in the ground at the base 
of the tree. When the young men climb down, they step on the awls, driving 
them deeply into their legs and causing much pain and bleeding. This painful 
bleeding induces further growth in the young men. Eventually, they recognize 
the young women as possible mates, and the myth concludes with their 
marriages.”178
I have cited in full Townsend and Boyd’s summary of this myth for three 
reasons. First, it gives one a taste o f the Awa patterns of thought and introduces us to 
some of the ways of these people. Second, this myth has been cited to lend strength to
178 Ibid., 243-244.
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an assertion that, at least for some of the Papua New Guinean ethnic groups, the 
structure of initiation is broader than that normally described in ethnological studies. 
This point will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter. Third, this myth can 
be viewed as the Awa people’s basis for structuring the initiation process as they do. 
There is a sequence of events in the myth that parallels the events in initiation, and the 
key ritual o f bloodletting is referred to in story form. The myth also shows us the 
importance o f some o f the artifacts or ornamentations used and shows that the 
outcome o f this series of ritual events is marriage. Further, the myth refers to the key 
theme o f the initiation process which is to “make the boys strong young men.” It is to 
a discussion of this third point that we now turn.
The Stages o f Awa Initiation Ritual
Before discussing the stages in some detail, it is important to understand that the 
Awa view initiation “as a human activity aimed at manipulating cosmic forces that are 
manifest in the human body.”179 This means, according to the authors, that the Awa 
view the cosmos as something to be controlled and manipulated. This needs to be 
done in a special way for men because, in their understanding o f the cosmos, men are 
deficient from women in that they do not grow and mature naturally to the point of
179 Ibid., 240.
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being able to reproduce. Women have this power o f reproduction in themselves, but 
men have “to take specific action to induce and stimulate growth and procreative 
capacity in younger males.”180 It is up to the older men to ensure that this process is 
undertaken, performed properly, and completed.
The stages of Awa male initiation are ordered in this sequence: separation, 
incorporation, transformation, identification, marriage. The first three stages, marked 
by three major rituals, are identified by the term mahbi, which means “young, 
unmarried male,” and the Awa refer to these three stages as “making” mahbi. Each of 
the first three stages is further identified by a word to modify the term mahbi (pehgeri, 
akahtaq, and anotah) and these terms refer to progressive levels o f maturity, both 
physiologically and socially, but with emphasis on the former.181 The final two stages, 
marked by two rituals, are a transition to the goal of menahwe, meaning “young,
• 189married male.” What follows is a generalized summary o f Newman and Boyd’s 
description and references are given here to their data only when quotes o f more than a 




183 This summary is taken from Newman and Boyd (1982), 246-282.
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The ritual process for this stage is induction into the men’s house. This stage 
takes place in the lives o f boys at ages 12 to 14.185 The pehgeri maturity level is 
analogous to “plants that have sprouted but not yet put out leaves.”186 The main 
features of this stage include induction to the men’s house, feeling and bearing the 
weight o f the sugar cane, food and drink restriction, individual confinement to a small 
room or compartment for sweating by a fire, enduring a beating with stinging nettles, 
vine straddling and scraping, lack o f sleep, and verbal abuse regarding the initiate’s 
awkward and inept ways.
Before the onset of initiation, Awa boys of age twelve or so are “relatively free 
of responsibility” and rely on their mothers for most of their food.187 They have, in
184 Pehgeri mahbi means “Physically developed enough to begin the growth that 
will eventuate in manhood,” ibid., 245.
185 I am unaware o f how the Awa mark age. The figures given throughout this 
ethnology are those of the ethnologists, and in this essay, abbreviated for the sake of 
the publication, they do not give an answer to this question except to say that age 
numbers “are necessarily arbitrary, since the Awa do not age themselves in terms of 
absolute years,” ibid., 245, n. 9.
186 Ibid., 245.
187 • * » . . • .Sir Michael Somare, the first Prime Minister of Papua New Guinea, includes 
this song, sung by his elders from his village o f Karau in the Murik Lakes along the 
Sepik River, in the chapter in his autobiography [Michael Thomas Somare, Sana: An 
Autobiography o f  Michael Somare (Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea: Niugini Press, 
1975)] having to do with his initiation:
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some ways, started the process o f separation from their mothers by building “small 
makeshift” huts and living in these with other boys their age and younger. Freedom 
ends when they are taken to the men’s house. Up to this time they have never been 
allowed into the men’s house. The communal men’s house is part o f the village, but 
residentially separates the men from all others. This removal from the presence of 
women and the non-initiated is sudden and forceful and catches the boys by surprise. 
They have not been aware o f any o f the preparations that have taken place for this 
event.
In the process o f going to the men’s house, the boys are taken one by one 
between parallel lines o f men who are blowing reed whistles, while bull-roarers are 
also sounded from a hidden spot in the nearby brush. When they have all been taken 
into the men’s house the first order of business is a lecture that informs the boys of the 
new ways they have to act, and a basic understanding of “the relationship between
When you live under your mother’s leg 
you do what you like, 
you have what you want.
You ask for food, 
you receive it.
You ask for water, 
you receive it.
You come and cry,
you want to eat a big fish,
your mother cooks it for you.
But now,
now, you come under your father’s leg. 
Now you pay
for being treated softly at home. (25)
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ritual separation from their mothers, the progress of their own physical development, 
and.. .their eventual marriage.”188
A mature man told his recollection of what was said when he went through this 
experience:
“They said to us, ‘You are just small boys and still sleep near your 
mothers. Now we will take you to sleep with us in the men’s house. Now 
that this is done, you can’t go back to stay with your mothers. If you stay 
with your mothers you will not grow quickly. If you stay there you will 
be like the little ones that still suckle. You won’t become grown. You 
must come into the men’s house, you must hear what your fathers have to 
say, you must grow rapidly, and you must become married.’ Then they 
said, ‘If you disobey your fathers and you go down to where your mother 
is cooking food and you eat, you won’t grow, you will remain thin, and 
you will stay that way forever. So remain in the men’s house and eat with 
us. While here you must listen to what your fathers have to say, things 
that people from the past have told us. When you have heard, when you 
have raised your own food and cooked it in the men’s house, when you 
have remained here until you are fully grown, then you can go eat in your 
mother’s house.’ That is what they told us.”189
After this each boy was given a small sleeping compartment or cell, partitioned 
off so that each boy was visually isolated from the others. The men’s house had a large 
fire pit in its center, but each compartment had its own small fire pit, and the boys 
were told to sit close to their fires. Meanwhile, large amounts of sugarcane had been 
harvested and stored nearby. This was now brought into the men’s house in large 
bundles. The boys were called to the center of the men’s house, being told that there
188 Newman and Boyd, 247.
189 Ibid., 247.
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was something they needed to hear. When they gathered they were told that this 
wasn’t really true, but that they had been called out to receive some sugarcane. They 
were made to lie down on the floor in a line and then the bundles were forcefully 
thrown down onto their backs. When it was heaped up they were told to try to throw it 
off. This they did and were praised for doing so. Then they were instructed in the 
responsibility o f providing sugarcane and told to bear the pain of its production for the 
communal good.
Over the next few days the boys are allowed to consume only the small pieces of 
sugarcane that are offered to them. They are not allowed to eat any food or drink any 
water. They are given two main reasons for having to endure this hardship. First, they 
are told that this is to get them used to the hunger pains they will feel when they are 
working hard in the garden, or while hunting, traveling, or fighting other tribes, and 
that these are things others have done for them under difficult circumstances in order 
to provide for them and to protect them. They are told that growing means to take on 
these adult responsibilities. Second, limiting the intake of water aids in drying out the 
body. The Awa believe that getting rid o f body water helps the body to firm up in 
substance and that drying out helps a man grow and become strong until he reaches 
middle age. Because o f this belief the initiates are also required to spend a lot of time 
beside their fires sweating. The sweating not only helped with drying out, it also 
helped purify their bodies from the liquids o f all the things that they had eaten during 
childhood which hinder growth. These childhood foods will now be forbidden until
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after they are fully grown into mature men with children of their own; however, the 
details o f this taboo are not made explicit to them at this stage.
There are two other ordeals the initiates are required to submit to during this 
stage. The first is to be beaten with stinging nettles. Periodically during these few 
days o f induction into the men’s house they are taken outside and thrashed with a 
bundle o f the nettles in order to speed up their bodily development. The purpose of 
the second ordeal is to teach them to endure the pain of climbing vines and trees. This 
is done by having them straddle a vine that has been wrapped with “brittle leaves and 
smaller, rough-textured vines.”190 This vine is then pulled back and forth vigorously 
in see-saw fashion until the initiates’ thighs are raw. It is believed that if  the initiates 
can learn to endure the pain they will lose the fear of possible injury while climbing 
trees.
All during this stage the initiates are also subjected to lack o f sleep and to “an 
abundance o f verbal abuse concerning the lack o f past helpfulness” and their “general 
ineptitude.”191 All the above actions take place over several days. Toward the end of 
this ritual stage the initiates are “shown the garden.” This is not a literal garden, but a 
pile o f the kinds of foods they will be able to eat from now on, including yam, taro,
190 Ibid., 249.
191 Ibid., 250.
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sweet potato, banana, edible pitpit,192 edible greens, and sugarcane. They are 
instructed that these are the only foods that they will be allowed to eat from this time 
onward until they are told otherwise. They are not told the reasons for this, nor are 
they told anything about the foods they are not allowed to eat. They are only told that 
these foods will help their skin and muscles firm up and their bones to harden. They 
are also told that this food was produced through the hard labor o f men and women 
and that they, too, will now be expected to work hard at food production. This will 
mean that their former behavior o f using the gardens as their child’s playground will 
no longer be allowed -  for them it is now a place of work. After this instruction they 
are given their first meal since the beginning of induction to the men’s house. This is 
also their first meal to be eaten with men. After they eat they are fitted with a set of 
body ornamentation marking their new status. (At each successive ritual stage they 
will receive a set o f body ornaments distinctive to that stage.) When they have been 
outfitted they are instructed in the behavior which is appropriate for a pehgeri mahbi: 
“maintaining a quiet, dignified demeanor rather than running about like children, 
staying with men rather than following their mothers to the garden, accepting cooked 
food from men only, and doing what men command.”193
1 Q2
“Pitpit” is the M elanesian E nglish  term for a variety o f  a w ild  sugarcane type 
plant. The flowering part o f the new sprout is edible, and, although Newman and Boyd 
do not describe it, presumably when the plant has matured the dried and stiffened saw­
toothed top part o f the cane is used in Awa ritual for nose bleeding.
193 Ibid., 250.
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The final step is celebratory. The next morning they go down for a washing to 
the stream at a spot that will become the place for “many important initiatory 
events.” 194 They then parade back up in their finery to the men’s house viewed by all 
the women and children who have gathered to see them clothed with their new status. 
After this presentation, the next ritual stage takes place in a time frame from several 
weeks to a year, with its beginning dependent on circumstantial factors such as food 
availability or warfare. During the intervening time the initiates begin to practice 
some of what they have heard during the first stage: the eating of solid foods from the 
garden, the severing of childhood relationships, and the development o f their 
identification with men through doing some o f men’s work activities.
Stage Two: Making Akahtaa Mahbi195
The ritual for this stage is “first purging.” This stage follows stage one after 
approximately one year at ages 13 to 15. The term akahtaq describes a level of 
maturity which is analogous “to a growing, but not mature, plant or animal.”196 The 
first feature of this stage is that it begins with a beating; however, this time the beating 
is not associated with growth but with social responsibility. All the developing young
194 Ibid., 250.
195 Akahtaq mahbi means “growing, but not mature,” Ibid., 245.
196 Ibid., 245.
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men are presumed guilty of misdeeds that have been committed either directly while 
children, or indirectly, e.g. when others protected them when they were not strong 
enough to do it for themselves. This is followed by a purging at the small stream with 
nose bleeding, the vomiting procedure, and gashing the glans o f the penis. The 
ordeals for this stage are completed with running down the stream bed through a 
gauntlet o f stinging nettles. Following the ordeals there is a time o f healing and 
instruction in the men’s house.
In stage two the level of ordeal intensity is raised significantly. The initiates are 
again gathered in front of the men’s house and led by their matrikinsmen inside to the 
accompaniment of the whistles and bull-roarers. Their patrikinsmen berate them for 
their lack of social responsibility in the past, recalling deeds o f theft, fighting, etc.
Even those initiates who have not committed wrongful behavior are berated for the 
efforts put forth by their elders to protect the initiates when they were too young to 
defend themselves. The initiates were, along with the verbal abuse and anger, given 
blows from firewood, sticks, or a special club named ahku (glossed as “patrician”) and 
used only in this context. Most of the beating is given during this initial time in the 
men’s house, but will sporadically be given over the next couple o f days as the 
initiates sit by the fire sweating and fasting. While seated there, they receive the good 
news that they will soon wash in the nearby stream and be given a new set of 
ornaments.
The next morning they are taken to the stream where they receive much more 
than the anticipated washing. After being washed by relatives o f both sexes, the
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women-folk are driven off and the initiates run upstream close to a waterfall where 
they see a man who is lying on the ground partly covered with leaves and branches 
and who looks like he has been shot through with numerous arrows. As they approach 
him he jumps to his feet, and in his nose they see pitpit nosebleeders coming out each 
nostril and blood streaming down his chest. He begins to attack the initiates and tell 
them that they now know the reason for all the pitpit they saw floating in the pool 
under the falls. Meanwhile the rest of the men break into a chant, and each initiate is 
taken and held in turn while another jabs a pair of pitpit nosebleeders back and forth in 
his nostrils until he is bleeding profusely. They then release him to bleed into the 
stream, but when the flow has slackened off a bit they repeat the process. It is 
threatened a third time, but seldom done. While the initiate is slumped over in the 
water, however, he may receive blows over his back administered with a large piece of 
dried bamboo or a heavy stick.
While this ordeal is drawing to a close another group of men approaches from 
above the waterfall carrying a narrow flexible vine that has been stripped o f its bark. 
This they double into a loop. The loop is forced down the initiate’s throat and pulled 
back and forth several times. The initiate is then released gagging and vomiting into 
the stream.
Once this is completed, the glans penis o f each initiate is slashed. Newman and
Boyd describe it this way:
This bleeding is accomplished by several men lifting the youth off his feet and 
firmly holding him stomach up with his legs spread wide apart. The foreskin is 
held back with a split stick, and an incision is made on each side of the glans
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with a bamboo knife. He is then released to bleed into the stream. One or more
men may approach him, jeer at him for struggling or crying out in pain, and
poke at his wounded genitalia with a long stick.1 7
The last ordeal to be endured happens immediately after the bleeding starts to 
subside. The initiates are forced to run a gauntlet down the middle o f the stream with 
its slippery bed of stones while the men beat them with branches, bamboo, and 
stinging nettles. After this the initiates are gathered to dry and warm themselves by a 
fire, and then they dress, adjust their ornamentation and start the journey back to the 
men’s house.
Meanwhile, the women have been surreptitiously waiting close by, and the men, 
knowing that they are near, have been shouting and chanting so that they would not be 
able to hear the cries o f the initiates. The women have prepared an ambush, so when 
the men and initiates reach a certain point on the path, the women attack the men with 
sticks, cane, and nettle switches, and roundly scold them for all the pain and grief they 
have given their sons and brothers. The attacks continue all the way to the men’s 
house, with the women being driven off but continuing to come back to counterattack.
Once inside the men’s house the older men bring the initiates to crowd around 
the center post, and while chanting they press the initiates’ bodies to the post, which is 
presumed to have the men’s life-force in it. It is believed that this life-force has 
accumulated over time because o f the presence of the men living there in the men’s 
house. The contact with the post is presumed to help the growth of the initiates and
197 Ibid., 254.
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protect them from woes that ensue with the loss o f the life-force through injury or 
sickness.
For the next two or three days, while the initiates are recuperating from their 
ordeals, the men give them three major areas of teaching. They give instruction about 
the purpose o f the three actions o f purging: nosebleeding, vomiting, and penis cutting; 
they give a fuller understanding o f the relationship o f food and bodily development; 
and they give the initiates a new and less terrifying understanding o f the flutes than 
they have had previously.198 I will briefly summarize the content o f these three areas 
o f instruction.
Understanding purging. In Awa thinking blood consists o f both a liquid and a 
fiber-forming and hardening substance. Bleeding, therefore, rids the body o f liquid in 
much the same way as sweating and contributes to the forming and hardening o f body 
tissue because the substance does not come out with the liquid. Bleeding the penis is 
similar to bleeding the nose but has beneficial effects on the development and 
strengthening of the male reproductive organs. “The penis, scrotum, and testes are 
thought o f as a bodylike unit, with the glans being the “head” and the testes the
198 The flutes are made of green bamboo, are large, “usually three nodes long, 
with the blowing hole in the center section” (Newman and Boyd, 263), and are used in 
pairs. They are kept hidden from the uninitiated and also from the initiates in the early 
stages o f their initiation. When those not privy to the truth about the flutes hear the 
sound they believe that they are hearing the call o f “an ominous, black spirit bird” that 
will attack them with sickness or death if they see it (ibid., 251). This common 
understanding o f the flutes will be modified twice for the initiates during the course of 
the initiation process.
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“innards.” The two incisions made on the glans are analogues o f the two nostrils 
penetrated by nosebleeders.”199 The other type of purging, the vomiting, removes the 
liquid o f certain unhelpful childhood foods. Twisting and churning the cane in the 
stomach gives the additional benefit o f making the stomach larger so that the initiate 
can eat more and grow more quickly.
Understanding how food affects growth and strength. From the beginning of 
initiation to this point in time, the initiates have been instructed to eat only specific 
kinds o f food -  the ones shown to them in the men’s house during stage one, which 
was their induction to the men’s house and to the initiation process. Now they are also 
told what foods they have to refrain from eating and why this is necessary. These 
many taboos will be gradually relaxed over the years, but the last of the them will 
continue “well into mature adult life.” At this point, all wild foods are forbidden 
because they are too “strong” for them now and these foods would hinder their 
growth. Some domesticated plant foods are also forbidden. Domesticated plant foods 
are divided into the three color groups o f white, red, and black. Only the white foods 
are allowed to be eaten now, as they are the ones that firm up the flesh and make the 
bones strong. Red foods are forbidden because they are associated with the liquid 
portion o f blood and eating them would hinder the drying and firming process. Black 
foods, including wing beans, which will figure in a later initiation stage, are also 
forbidden because they are too “strong” and eating them would result in initiates’
199 Ibid., 257.
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innards turning black with decay. These colors are classification markers and while 
most foods fit the color scheme not all foods do. Instruction is carefully given, as 
some foods are included in “white” even though they do not look white, and others are 
included in “black” even though they do not look black.
Understanding that the flutes are not to be feared. At various times throughout 
this stage the bamboo flutes have been heard by the initiates, who continue to believe, 
as all uninitiated persons believe, that the flutes are the call of a destructive spirit bird. 
The initiates are now told that the sound they hear is really the voices o f an old male 
and female spirit couple who live unseen at the top of the forest canopy. Instead of 
being destructive, as they formerly believed, they are now told that the couple come 
down to speak to the men to encourage them to perform all the necessary activities 
associated with the rituals so that the initiates may mature. They are told that the 
origin o f the sound the initiates hear is the voices of the couple coming out from their 
mouths which are located under their arms. Their mouths open and shut as they lift 
their arms up and down.
Again, as at the end of stage one of the initiation ritual, the initiates are outfitted 
with a new set of ornamentation with which to cover their bodies. This stage is more 
elaborate than the previous stage and includes a new bow and well-made arrows. The 
old grass sporrans that they had been wearing up to this point are tied to the base of 
the center pole in the men’s house. It is believed that the sporrans impart their 
strength to the house, and they are left tied to the center pole to disintegrate over time. 
Leaving the men’s house dressed in their new finery, the initiates are regarded with
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frank approval by their mothers and older sisters who accompany them to the area 
where the cooked food prepared for them has been laid out. This food includes the 
first pork they will eat since they began the initiation rites months earlier.
Stage Three: Making Anotah Mahbi200
The ritual for this stage is referred to by the Awa with a phrase signifying “give 
them wing beans” and is the ritual that makes them “finished mahbi” -  the ending of 
the transition into the status of mahbi. The time frame for this stage is approximately 
five years after stage two, at ages 18 to 20. The modifying word for this stage 
designates the person as one who has completed visible growth, but is not ready yet to 
engage in copulation; that is, he is like a plant that has reached its full growth but has 
not started to bear fruit.201 There are at least three key elements in this stage. First, 
there is a second purging with several purging events: a nose bleeding, a vomiting 
ordeal, and a penis cutting, but the latter is done this time without any beating or 
ridicule, and is carried out this time by menahwe (young, married males) o f the 
patrician, but supervised by the older men. Second, there is the revelation that the 
flutes are made and manipulated by men, and the instruction that this real nature o f the
200 Anotah mahbi means “fully grown but not yet ready for procreative 
activities,” ibid., 245.
201 Ibid., 246.
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flutes is to be kept a secret upon pain of death. Lastly, there is the force feeding of 
unpalatable wild food, and the new privilege of eating black wing beans, with the 
consequence that wild animals are now the only food taboo. The eating o f black wing 
beans signals permission to now eat all dark foods. These foods were previously 
forbidden because they would bring a dangerous, much too rapid growth to the 
undeveloped bodies o f the younger initiates.
This stage could be called “the wing bean ritual” because it is at the finish o f this 
third stage that the initiates are considered to have fully left childhood and to have 
fully grown to the maturity of a “finished mahbi,” a young, yet unmarried male. The 
same ordeals of nosebleeding, vomiting, and penis incision are required, but this time 
the ordeals are carried out, although under the supervision of older men, by young 
married males who come from the clans o f the fathers of the initiates. This 
involvement is a training event for these young married males who, after this time of 
helping the initiates purge, will be expected to perform the same purging on 
themselves on their own initiative as young adult men.202
Once the purging is completed and the initiates are resting by the stream and 
eating food that has been cooked in an earth oven there, some men come down the 
stream blowing the bamboo flutes. It is at this time that the initiates learn that it is not
202  • • « •Whether or not this is a lifelong practice Newman and Boyd do not say. They
only say “they are, as adults, also expected to purge themselves on various occasions” 
(261). Apparently, what was begun in initiation was practiced in life after initiation 
and therefore had purposes beyond that o f initiation.
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the old couple who are calling from the forest, but men themselves who are making 
this sound by the use of the flutes. The revelation of this secret is accompanied by 
very strong threats and warnings not to reveal the secret to any woman or girl or 
uninitiated boy. They are warned that if  they do so they will be killed. They are 
warned also that it does not matter where they flee, for men in other tribes and 
languages will also kill them, as this is a universal secret shared by initiated men 
everywhere. All the associations the initiates have formed in their minds about the 
flutes to this point have reinforced the idea that the sound o f the flutes is connected 
with things powerful and important. It had been gradually revealed that the flutes are 
important for growth and later they will be shown to be important for procreation.
The initiates return to the men’s house after the revealing of the flutes where 
they will eat food that has been specially prepared in bamboo tubes. The foods they 
eat are some of those that have been forbidden -  among the wild fruits they will eat 
are bitter nuts, seeds, and fungi; among the domesticated foods they will eat are red 
and black varieties of yams, taro, unripe plantains, and dark varieties o f sugarcane. Of 
special importance is the eating o f the black wing beans. To eat these foods they are 
seated and their hands firmly held behind their backs by the men. The food has been 
only partly cooked and some of the food is only eaten normally by birds, thus it is 
quite unpalatable. The food is stuffed into their mouths and they are expected to 
swallow it without much chewing. If they gag or spit it out they are slapped and 
beaten. Their lips are often cut by their teeth as the food is mashed into their mouths. 
They are given to understand that this food “must be eaten, and eaten in large
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quantities.”203 It is explained to them that although these foods were not allowed 
before, they have now grown to the point where these foods will beneficially help 
them finish the maturing process.
This eating of new foods formerly forbidden ends this ritual stage. They are 
given new ornamentation, but it is of the same markings and make as before. As 
“finished mahbF they participate in a general food distribution outside the men’s 
house, and resume normal life for the next five years or so.
However, they are not free to live life as they wish. They actively participate in 
garden making, being given a section o f their own to look after. Instruction at this 
interim period shifts gradually away from growth and begins to deal specifically with 
gender differences. There have been general conditions of separation for the initiates 
from their mothers from the time they were first taken into the men’s house but now 
they are given more specific instruction about the reasons for separation. They now 
leam that there is danger in the menstrual blood of women because it has a generative 
power o f its own to produce growth and contact with it in any way will cause them to 
grow too quickly. They are taught to avoid any contact with women and especially 
warned about sexual intercourse. Contact could make them sick, but intercourse 
“could turn them into old men and cause premature death.”204 This instruction is 
reinforced by a myth in which a “finished mahbF has intercourse with the girl he is
203 Ibid., 264.
204 Ibid., 266.
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supposed to marry. In the myth he starts to get sick, his muscles losing strength and 
“going slack like that of an old man,” and his skin coming off. All efforts to cure him 
fail, and understanding now that his wrong-doing will lead to public shame and his 
death he goes off to hang himself to death. His betrothed notices his absence and 
follows the trail of mourning ashes with which he has covered himself. However, she 
is too late to prevent the suicide and so hangs herself as well. The point o f the story is 
clear -  even though young men of this maturity level are now strong and grown, their 
bodies cannot handle the power that is in female substances and which they would 
come into contact with during sexual intercourse. They do not consider this power to 
be evil, but something to be feared because of the harm it can bring and something to 
be avoided until it can be controlled.
Initiates at this stage are also taught another way— in addition to abstinence, 
avoiding contact, and strengthening their body—to control the powerful effects of 
women’s procreative substances. An Awa myth tells of how the men came into 
possession of the flutes. Women originally possessed them, but men did not know 
about them. One of the qualities of these flutes was that they held female regenerative 
powers. They were kept in the menstrual huts and were blown during pregnancy to 
aid the growth of the unborn child and during birth to make the pain during delivery 
more bearable. One day a man went down to the menstrual hut when he heard the
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205sounds o f the flutes. There he convinced a woman to “turn the flutes over to him” 
because he could blow them more strongly than she could and therefore the flutes 
would do a better job.206 Now the men use the flutes to aid the transformation of boys 
into young men, but because the women now experience pain in childbirth the men 
blow the flutes when a woman is experiencing particular difficulty in childbirth. 
However, the flutes are never in the sight o f the women, but are blown in the forest 
around the house where childbirth is taking place. After the flutes are blown water is 
poured through the flutes, collected, and given to the women, who rub it on the body 
o f the woman in childbirth and also give it to her to drink. The point of the teaching is 
that the flutes have power and that this power is now controlled by men. Previously, 
as boys, the initiates were taught to fear the sound of the flutes for the harm that could 
come to them. Now their thinking is re-shaped to understand that the power o f the 
flutes is not to be feared -  that is a deception passed off on the women and children -  
but to be harnessed and used.
205 Ibid., 268.
206 This man and woman are now the spirit couple who live in the canopy of the
forest.
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Stage Four: Aug207
This stage in the making of men comes approximately five years after the end of 
stage three, at age 23 to 25. This stage is a sweating and fasting period of seclusion in 
the men’s house of a week or more during which the initiate sits close to a fire 
sweating and forbidden to drink water. Nourishment is taken only through sugarcane 
and small amounts o f white tubers and red pandanus, the latter a new food in the diet 
not known by women to be edible.
This stage lasts for about a week and begins when the young men, as “finished 
mahbi” are somewhere between the ages o f twenty and twenty five. During this entire 
period they are required to sit beside a fire in the men’s house and sweat. They are not 
allowed to drink water but are allowed to eat small amounts o f sugarcane and white 
tuber foods. In addition to this they are introduced to the eating o f the red fruit of the 
pandanus, which, as mentioned above, the women supposedly do not know is edible.
While the initiates are sitting there in the men’s house eating and sweating they 
are given lectures on what would be called in Western cultures pre-marriage 
counseling. The topics include the responsibility to take for themselves wives and 
have children, the obligations o f fatherhood, and the consequences o f adultery. On a 
more informal basis they learn more about the procreative processes by listening to the 
telling o f mythical stories, some of which give them specific understanding o f why
207 Which means “to sweat,” ibid., 246.
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they were forbidden to eat “strong” foods previously -  because “they are, in shape, 
substance, and origin, essentially female and therefore antithetical to males, involving 
generative powers that the male body cannot handle.”208
By the time the sweat ritual is to end the initiates’ bodies have become sooty. 
Their skin is rubbed with a mixture of charred leaves and pig grease until their skin is 
shiny and black. They receive new ornamentation articles o f clothing which are o f a 
new kind, and carry in a hole in their nose septum a pair of pig tusks with the points 
up. The nose ornamentation is “a prime symbol of adult male status.”209 Newman and 
Boyd comment that “They emerge from the men’s house carrying new bows and fine 
arrows over their right shoulders, holding their sweat-scraping sticks protruding from 
their bamboo belts with their left hands, and bracing their elbows stiffly from their 
sides.”210
The display of their finery which symbolizes their movement to manhood is 
finished and the final stage o f their initiation, which will be their final preparation for 
marriage, comes quickly on the heels o f the sweating ritual.
Meanwhile, however, the young women who have been chosen to become their 
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preparations do not take place until after marriage arrangements have been settled.
This usually takes place well after menarche211 when they are in their late teens or 
early twenties. Although females grow naturally to maturity and do not need the ritual 
help to grow that males need, the life-forces in them still need to be stimulated, 
controlled, and focused through ritual means. Three events mark their preparation: 
nosebleeding, transfer to the family house of their future husband, and serial sexual 
intercourse with the future husband’s kinsmen. These events coincide with the fourth 
and fifth stages o f the men’s initiation.
The young women, for the nosebleeding ritual, are taken, together with other 
village women, by their mothers’ female relatives downstream from where the male 
purging rituals take place. There the male patrikin and mother’s brothers of the young 
women join the group that came down. Those excluded from viewing this ritual are 
all younger persons o f both sexes who have not experienced this ritual. The 
nosebleeding takes place in the same way that it takes place in the men’s second and 
third initiation stages. The young women enter the ritual wearing only a bark-string 
skirt which covers front and back but which leaves the thighs exposed. After the 
nosebleeding they receive a new skirt which has bark-string at the front and cordyline
211 Normally, a young woman’s first menstruation is not marked by any special 
ritual. The exception to this is among the Tauna Awa, described by D.M. Hayano in 
the Ph.D. dissertation titled “Marriage, Alliance, and Warfare: The Tauna Awa of 
New Guinea” (University of California, Los Angeles, 1972:88-89). Newman and 
Boyd note that this exception is probably due “to their proximity to and influences 
from Auyana peoples” who do have a first menstruation ritual (p. 278).
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
107
leaves hanging at the back from the waist string. Following this the men whip them 
with switches made o f stinging nettles, the women wrap them in bark capes, and they 
then return to the village where each young woman goes back to the house belonging 
to her mother to stay in seclusion. During the few days in seclusion the young women 
are instructed by older women in sexual matters concerning the potency of their 
procreative powers and how to manage this in a socially responsible way, their sexual 
obligations to their husband-to be, and their responsibilities in their domestic duties 
regarding looking after the garden and the pigs.
Following this each young woman is transferred from her childhood residence to 
that o f her husband-to-be, who has just finished stage three of his initiation, the sweat 
ritual. To prepare her for this transfer she must be made to look beautiful. She is 
rubbed all over with pig grease so that her skin shines, and her face is painted with red 
ocher. Many new skirts and aprons, made o f the inner bark o f trees, are tied around 
her waist and she is adorned with shells and ornaments. She carries a bunch of 
wrapped arrows in one hand and some large cooked taro in her other arm. She goes 
together with the other young women to the sounds of singing and whistles to the 
house o f her new husband-to-be. She gives the arrows to the father or guardian of her 
soon to-be-husband and feeds him the cooked taro. Then she is ushered into her new 
home by the mother of her soon-to-be husband or another close female relative of his 
who will closely supervise her activities until her husband-to-be finishes the fifth stage 
o f initiation.
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Just before the intended husband and intended wife enter their final rituals, they 
appear together in public at a food exchange that takes place between the men of their 
father’s families. The final ritual for the young women takes place at night. They are 
all taken, by older males o f the family of their husband-to-be and some of these men’s 
wives, and seated at a special place near the forest which is used only for this ritual 
and otherwise avoided. The older women clean up the area and then separate the 
young women from one another and tell them that they must now have sexual 
intercourse with their future husband’s male relatives. The older women show the 
young women how to do it by pulling their own husbands down on top of themselves. 
After a period o f time, when each man has copulated as frequently as he desires and 
the women see that the men are beginning to get tired, the women intervene, wrap the 
young women in bark capes and take them back to the village. The men wash in the 
stream before returning to the men’s house. The purpose of this rite is to open the 
young woman’s vagina and force out o f her body any bloody fluids that would harm 
her young husband-to-be, which if it did harm him would damage his ability to 
reproduce. Because these older men have fathered several children it is thought that 
the young woman’s potent body fluids will do them very little harm. The severe pain 
the young women endure is also thought to energize her life-force and, just as for men, 
the pain she suffers in her genitalia will only serve to make her more procreative. 
Meanwhile, the young men have again been enduring their own ritual ordeal.
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Stage Five: Ahywi Tari Ege212
This ritual occurs a few days after the completion of the sweating, and, just as 
importantly, after the betrothed women have moved “from natal hamlets to that of 
their future husbands.”213 After the initiates complete stage four, their prospective 
brides change to their new living quarters, allowing the initiation ritual to proceed to 
its final stage.
The completion of these two last rituals is the process for transitioning from 
young and unmarried (mahbi) to young and married (menahwe). Initiation is complete 
because essential growth is complete.
The final stage o f initiation for the young men is referred to as “severe penis 
cutting.” They are first secluded in the men’s house and prepare by fasting from both 
food and water. Instead, they are given singed nettle leaves to eat that have been 
cooked in a length o f bamboo with pork fat. This “food” is very painful and makes 
the throat swell up. They are allowed a couple of days to recover before going 
through the final ordeals o f this stage.
Down by the stream once again, they bathe, engage in nosebleeding, and have 
their penises cut while the flutes are being blown. This time, however, the bleeding in 
both the nose and penis is much more severe. The pitpit is not just jabbed back and
212 Which means “severe penis cutting,” ibid., 246.
213 Ibid., 274.
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forth in the nose. This time it is hammered in with a stone or piece o f wood. The 
glans is not simply incised, but a half-inch wedge is removed on both sides, after 
which the glans is painfully irritated further by being struck several times very sharply 
with the blade o f the bamboo knife and also scrubbed with nettles or rubbed with salt. 
This time the purpose o f giving the pain is not to bring physical growth but to rouse 
the young man’s life-force. Throughout their adult life, men will engage in energizing 
their life-force through self-inflicted pain whenever they have to perform a difficult or 
dangerous undertaking or if  they feel like they are getting lethargic. In this situation 
the young men are being prepared bodily to face the potent forces o f female body 
fluids during intercourse. The energizing of their life-force at this time will also cause 
their semen to “boil up” and bring successful reproduction. After the initiates are bled 
all the other men line up to have an expert bleed them using a tiny stone-tipped arrow 
fired from a miniature bow into both sides of the glans. All the men rest and eat with 
the initiates at the stream. They then return to a secluded area on the grounds o f the 
men’s house (not in it), where the initiates are given detailed instructions about how to 
have intercourse with their wife. Extreme caution is needed in intercourse not to 
penetrate too deeply, for then the man’s body will encounter all the negative red things 
o f water and blood and they will go into him, causing him to become like a pregnant 
woman. If this happens, because a man does not have a womb from which the baby 
can be born, the baby will just grow inside o f him, its teeth will grow and bite him, 
and he will then die. This is the most terrible thing that can happen as a result o f not 
exercising restraint, but it is not a necessary effect and other lesser things can result as
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well, such as listlessness, weight loss, or wasting away. Following this lecture the 
initiates are taken into the men’s house, where they are given another lecture on 
exercising marital fidelity and the social consequences for not doing so. They are 
shown implements o f war and warned that the other men will use these against them if 
they are caught seducing other women. They are also told of the physical 
consequences o f the opposing fluids from both vaginas fighting each other inside him 
to bring illness or perhaps death. When this teaching is finished they are allowed to 
rest and let their wounds heal. The penis is bandaged to hasten healing. When they 
have adequately recovered they are dressed up in their full adult male ornamentation 
and paraded out of the men’s house -  only this time the pig tusks are turned down 
rather than up. Initiation has been completed and they are fully prepared to be 
sexually active in marriage and to take their rightful place as adult males in society.
The account of the Awa initiation process seems, to the Western mind, fraught 
with unnecessary distress and violence, and to the casual observer it perhaps seems 
filled with contradictory ritual and meaning. As has been seen above, the meaning of 
some artifacts and processes undergoes change for the initiate from the beginning to 
the end of initiation. Sometimes the same artifact is used for different purposes. 
However, the multi-faceted methods used in training the initiate toward becoming a 
“finished mahbi” are all used purposefully and are given meaning in the context in 
which they are used. The legitimacy o f the meaning or meanings may be debatable, 
but they are not arbitrary.
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A Summary of Initiation Among Four Additional Ethnic Groups
Along with the Awa, four other Papua New Guinea ethnic groups’ 
institutionalized rites were analyzed from ethnographical writings. Each of these rites, 
although not all formally included under a strict definition of initiation, and one of 
them a rite for young females, do bear characteristic similarities to each other. A brief 
description o f each group’s rites will now be given, followed by a brief discussion on 
their similarities with and their differences to the Awa people. As stated previously, 
all these groups live in the highlands o f Papua New Guinea with the exception o f the 
Ilahita Arapesh who live under and on the foothills of the Torricelli Range on the 
north coast o f Papua New Guinea.
Bimin-Kuskusmin Male Initiation Rites214
Poole conducted his research among the Bimin-Kuskusmin from 1971 to 
1973.215 This group of people numbers about a thousand persons situated in the West 
Sepik (Sandaun) Province near the eastern edge o f the Mountain Ok language-usage
214 Fitz John Porter Poole, “The Ritual Forging of Identity: Aspects o f Person 
and Self in Bimin-Kuskusmin Male Initiation,” in Rituals o f  Manhood: Male Initiation 
in Papua New Guinea ed. Gilbert H. Herdt (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1982), 99-154.
215 Ibid., 100, footnote 1.
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9 1 f \area east o f Telefomin near the source of the Strickland River. Poole is a 
psychologically oriented ethnologist217 who, in the essay under discussion in Herdt, 
approached the analysis of this initiation process from an investigation o f both 
personhood, which he states is sociocultural, and selfhood, which he states is 
experiential, looking at “both cognitive and affective processes that are both individual 
and collective phenomena,” using an interactionist model that takes into account the
• > • 918interplay o f “social, cultural, and psychological processes” as noted at the 
beginning of this chapter.
The initiation ritual for the Bimin-Kuskusmin men is called am yaoor, and is a 
cycle o f 10 stages over ten to fifteen years. The Bimin-Kuskusmin consider this ritual 
to be central to their ethnic identity. The first ritual in this series, which is the theme 
of Poole’s article, is called the ais am. It is the “forest-house stage” of initiation, and 
is the first stage which boys undergo when aged 9 to 12, although many may be 
younger or older depending on circumstances which may delay or hasten the ritual 
activity. It is also the “longest and most elaborate” stage, yet the initiated men believe 
it to be the “least efficacious or significant.” Later stages of ritual in the initiation 
series are “far shorter and less tightly organized,” yet they develop the themes found 
here through “complex metaphor and symbolism.” The author points out, however,
216 Lidz and Lidz, 116.
217 Ibid., 50.
218 Poole, 100, 101, 103.
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that even in this stage the rituals “are rich and complex.”219 Because this stage 
contains all the salient themes of the Bimin-Kusmin initiation series o f rites, and 
because it does so in great detail, it is appropriate to use just this one stage for analysis 
pertinent to this paper.
The ais am, as the first o f ten stages of initiation, is further subdivided into seven 
rites, each marking a phase o f the ais am. These seven rites are called “(1) the kauun 
pandanus rite; (2) the sweet potato rite; (3) the domestic sow rite; (4) the great 
ancestor cassowary/spiny anteater rite; (5) the wild boar rite; (6) the taro rite; and (7) 
the bokhuur pandanus rite.”220 The rites are symmetrical in that the first three seek to 
defeminize the initiate and the last three to masculinize him. They are also 
symmetrical in length with the first three lasting seven days, the fourth lasting eight 
days, and the last three rites another seven days. The time sequence is one day, four 
days, two days, eight days (or nine evenings), two days, four days, and one day. The 
fourth, or central, rite provides the transition from defeminization to masculinization. 
Each rite, or phase, is preceded by a time o f formal preparation and followed by a time 
o f closure.
Preparation for the series o f rites, and more particularly the first three, lasts 
seven days and includes the gathering o f all the equipment and materials, the
219 Ibid., 111.
220 Ibid., 104, passim.
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consecration and clearing o f the sacred site, the consecration o f the ritual taro gardens, 
and the building of shelters and the three initiation houses221 for, in this instance, 186 
initiates222 and another 100 initiators. On the seventh day the ancestral skulls, 
normally kept in clan cult houses, are brought from where they have been recently 
hidden in the forest nearby to the ritual area. At this point sacrifices are offered to lure 
the ancestral spirits into the skulls. After the skulls have been promenaded around the 
clearing they are placed into the forest or fire house with other sacred objects which 
include the bones of the cassowary and spiny anteater that are respectively associated 
with the original androgynous ancestors Afek and Yomnok.
Prior to this time the initiates have been set apart from normal village activities 
and have been given some instruction about issues of reproduction and body 
substances. The male joints, that is, all the joints of their upper body, are the places 
through which the ritual workings pass to strengthen the masculine essence.223 These 
joints had been painted with white pigment prior to the initiation in order to protect
221 The houses are in a row going away from the river at a 90-degree angle. As 
their initiation progresses the initiates are moved from the low root house to the 
middle ‘forest’ or ‘fire’ house, and finally to the high root house.
222 Ibid., 118. This was an unusually large group, the norm being 60 to 100. 
Before this initiation there had been a lengthy time of intense warfare with traditional 
enemies and the intrusion of European patrols.
223 Ibid., 114. All persons are bom with both male and female essences. The two 
ancestors were androgynous, but Afek was the more feminine and Yomnok the more 
masculine. Infants are dominated by the feminine essence. Gender is determined by 
which part o f the fetus is pointed toward the vagina at birth (See also Lidz and Lidz, 
122, 123).
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them from sickness. Also, their fathers have asked them about their dreams and 
interpreted them for anything inauspicious which would indicate they should not be 
initiated at this time. While the preparations o f the initiation site have been taking 
place the initiates have been forbidden to look in that direction. Now they are taken 
one by one in silence to the hamlets near the initiation ground where all the huts used 
by women for menstruation and giving birth have been burned, and all else sanctified 
for the initiation. Everyone who is o f the “people of the women’s houses” category 
has left this living area for the period of initiation and the initiates are confined 
without food, water, or fire in the empty houses. The only females allowed are 
women initiators who keep watch over the initiates through that mostly sleepless 
night.
The First Three Rites
Before dawn the initiators, on the nearby sacred initiation ground, light fires 
while chanting loudly to give the start to the Kauun Pandanus Rite. Bamboo tubes of 
pig fat have been placed on the fires and these explode with an awesomely loud noise, 
awakening the initiates and drawing their attention toward the initiation ground. The 
female initiators give the initiates cucumber and sugarcane224 and tell them that they 
will not be allowed to drink any water until the rite finishes at the end o f the day. The
224 Cucumber and sugarcane have a high liquid content.
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white pigment that covered all their upper joints is now roughly removed with leaves, 
their body coverings are stripped off and burned, and, standing naked they are washed 
by female initiators to their great shame, as the women ridicule their tiny penises. The 
female initiators also tell them that the men will kill them, and they smear the yellow 
funerary mud of mourning on their heads.
In trepidation and with plaintive soft intermittent crying the initiates are brought 
before the ritual leaders at the ancient sacred tree, said to be the staff o f the ancestress 
Afek which she planted just across the river from the initiation site. There they are 
given long and detailed speeches on how they have been defiled and weakened by 
their mothers over the years and therefore must be killed. Sow’s blood is then poured 
over their heads. Their mothers, who have been hiding in the nearby forest overnight, 
try to rescue them but are driven off and retreat back into the forest. They proceed to 
the ritual ground and at its edge pause to make sacrifices to the ancestors o f the female 
foods o f kauun pandanus and dapsaan marsupials. The initiates then proceed along 
the “kauun pandanus road” toward the center o f the initiation site where the initiation 
houses have been built. Along the way they run a gauntlet and are strongly beaten 
with switches. They are then fed with pieces of kauun pandanus and marsupial flesh 
but told that these female foods are taboo to them from this point on until they finish 
the final stage of initiation. The low root house that they enter has not yet had its roof 
constructed, and after sealing the initiates in the house the initiators turn to this task, 
starting with the “female side.” When the roof is finished the men begin to berate the 
initiates from on top the roof with vivid descriptions of “the filth, putrefaction, and
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9 9 ^moral degeneracy o f female substance and behaviour,” the fact o f their defilement 
by women, and that because they are such wretched subjects they must be undergo 
abuse. However, the men do not abuse them after this harangue as they did previously 
and slip away from the house. The female initiators then come and give them the food 
they will bring them each evening of the first three phases -  cucumber, sugarcane, and 
raw sweet potato. The initiates are then left alone for the night.
Dawn the next day begins the four-day second phase of this stage o f initiation 
called the “Sweet Potato Rite.” During this time the abusive speech continues while 
on each day the initiates are compelled to eat in succession five different female foods: 
frog eggs, frog tadpoles, black mushrooms, frogs, and crayfish. Each of the foods is 
taken separately with raw sweet potato and ginger and the initiate is then immediately 
rubbed harshly over his bruised and bleeding skin with stinging nettles and made to 
vomit. A mixture o f pig blood and urine is kept at hand in case it becomes necessary 
to provoke vomiting. This process together with the stench o f the vomit produces 
deep disgust and fear in the initiates and there are screams and steady sobbing. At the 
end o f the day the initiators give speeches on the meaning of the female foods for that 
day. Each day a new set of five foods is introduced and the process is repeated.
The “Domestic Sow Rite” begins at dawn on the fifth day and lasts for two days. 
The speeches and chants of this phase emphasize and detail the femaleness of the 
initiate’s body in its softness and weakness and comparison is made to “fat, stupid,
225 Ibid., 122.
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domestic sows, who foul the hamlets with excrement.”226 Live sows are then brought 
into the clearing and loud requests are made that the ancestral spirits o f the sows will 
kill the initiates. The sows are then killed and their blood collected in gourds. This 
blood is spread over the breast and navel areas o f the initiates to weaken these areas 
and therefore prevent female knowledge from entering through the navel port and to 
eradicate any residue of breast milk that has lodged there from their pre-weaning days. 
Flesh from the sows’ genital area is hung over the door and the initiates are allowed to 
eat some o f this part of sow anatomy, but they are told that they can never again eat 
this part o f the sow. There is no physical abuse after all this. The boys are lectured
997again about their bodies, which are weak and failing as “dying female carcasses.”
Food is again brought to them but many of them cannot eat without involuntarily 
vomiting.
The same procedure is used the next day; however, when told to eat the sow 
meat, the initiates panic because they have been expressly forbidden to do so. Some 
male initiators threaten them with beatings and vengeance from the ancestors if  they 
do not eat the meat, but at the same time other male initiators are chanting to the 
ancestors o f the pigs asking them to kill the boys. The certainty o f a beating seems, to 
the initiates, to be assured no matter what they do, and the trauma o f the situation
226 Ibid., 124.
227 Ibid.
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makes many o f them sob when they are forced to eat the meat. Poole states, “Such 
mixed messages— exhibiting “double bind” qualities—are threaded throughout the ais
am performance. They leave the novices ever fearful and always subject to the stress
228of their elders’ unpredictability and deceptions.”
The Fourth Rite
The Great Ancestor Cassowary/Spiny Anteater Rite covers the next eight days
229  • • •(but nine evenings) but all the events take place now at night. The initiates have 
been asleep for only a couple o f hours when the roof of their house, beginning with the 
female side, is set on fire. While it is burning some of the male initiators chant to
230summon the ancestors Afek (as a cassowary) and Yomnok (as a spiny anteater ) out 
o f the underworld. At the same time other male initiators chant about the initiates’ 
state o f pollution. All this brings terror once more to the initiates. At the central 
Forest House fires are started at the female entrance; the roof is constructed beginning
228 Ibid., 125.
229 Ibid. This rite is “presumed to parallel simultaneous ritual activities in the 
ancestral underworld” which is thought to mirror the world of the living, so to 
represent this all normal spatial and time correspondences are now reversed -  left 
becomes right, low becomes high, and day becomes night.
230 Both the cassowary and the spiny anteater are believed to be androgynous 
animals.
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from the male side, a hearth is built and a fire lit in it. From this point on the forest 
house is known as the fire house. More ancestral skulls are brought in the house and 
sacrifices begin to the ancestors.
The initiates are now brought into the fire house by way of the female entrance, 
passing through the legs o f a male initiator o f their own moiety. Once inside they 
are assigned special places to stand at attention while the rest of the night is used to 
make sacrifices and give the initiates many speeches and chants, much o f which is 
“coded in a secret ritual language.”232 Toward morning they are given food to eat and 
some initiators stay with them to keep the fire going and to help those who are ill from 
the ordeals.
The next evening they are awakened, assailed again with contemptuous 
language, and beaten with switches. Their ritual mothers’ brothers rub their navels
1The word “moiety” is an anthropological term indicating that the ethnic 
group being discussed is organized into two basic social divisions based on unilineal 
descent; that is, within the group there are only two lines of descent. The term refers to 
either o f these two kinship groups; that is, one of the two halves o f the group. This 
description is taken from Conrad Phillip Kottak, Cultural Anthropology, 8th ed. 
(Boston: McGraw-Hill Higher Education, 2000), 253.
Poole, 126. Lidz and Lidz note that these things are not done just to make an 
impression on the initiates. Much o f what happens in this stage is necessary for the 
effectiveness o f the ritual but is hidden from the initiates. They state, citing Poole [Fitz 
John Porter Poole, “Veils of Illusion, Kemals of Truth: Secrecy and Revelation in 
Bimin-Kuskusmin Ritual,” in Ritual Secrecy, ed. D. W. Jorgensen and E. G. 
Schwimmer (Toronto: University o f Toronto Press, 1988)], that “Parts o f the Afek 
myth are recited in an ancient language which the boys, and perhaps the leaders, do 
not understand. Skulls o f former female paramount ritual leaders are hidden from the 
initiates, as are crystals, the eyes o f Afek, capable of “seeing” what goes on in all its 
complexity, both overtly and within the participants” (119).
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with boar blood and funerary mud and then cut off their topknots, signifying that they 
are no longer “people o f women’s houses.” Each initiate has his navel and right 
temple cut, with the cuts circled with black pigment to eliminate any menstrual residue 
that may remain near the skull. The next night incisions are again made on the right 
temple and this time the blood is caught and applied to initiates of the opposite moiety 
and they are told that this blood, which is thought to contain menstrual residues, is 
destroying their penises. The initiates recoil, thinking abuse will follow, but it does 
not. Female initiators give them net bags designed with a black circle surrounding a 
red circle—the menstrual residues, symbolized by the black color, are surrounding and 
weakening their male life, symbolized by the red color (agnatic blood). The initiates 
are reminded o f the connotations of the colors. The bags are placed on their right hips 
and all incisions are circled again with black pigment. The fourth night the ancestress 
Afek (portrayed as a cassowary) is summoned just before the right side o f the nasal 
septum of the initiates is suddenly pierced with a sharp cassowary bone. Blood flows 
in abundance and some novices become hysterical or faint. They are told they are 
dying. Sow meat is placed in their mouths and curative leaves in their wounded 
nostrils.
The fifth night o f the ritual marks the point at which the initiates pass from 
defeminization to masculinization.233 All leaves, net bags, and body decorations are
233 Note that this night of transition is at the exact center of the ais am.
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removed from the initiates. A large tree kangaroo is roasted over a fire. The hot fat 
which drips off is smeared on the initiates’ right forearms, causing large blisters to 
form. The ancestress Afek is summoned through chants and appears in the persons of 
two paramount female ritual leaders who perform a dance as they enter. They are 
dressed as both male and female with excessively enlarged breasts and red pandanus 
fruit worn to look like an erect penis. The initiates’ blisters are lanced and the pus 
(semen) is put on the erect “phalli” o f the female impersonators of Afek. The chests 
o f the initiates are painted with red pigment mixed in fat while their throats receive 
black salt mixed with fat and their jaws the red juice of the pandanus. The red 
pigment and pandanus juice are thought to strengthen and prepare them for the male 
knowledge they will soon receive. The black pigment on the throat is to make them 
keep silent as the sacred myth is recited. Crowded close to the fire, they are prepared 
to hear the myth by being thoroughly cleaned with leaves. While the long myth is 
recounted by alternating the leaders o f the two clans,234 the initiates are not allowed to 
swallow as this would contaminate them, but must spit their saliva on the floor. The 
initiates must remain sweating close to the fire during this time in order to remain
234 This myth recounts the original creation of the ais am by women and how 
men ultimately gained control of it. However, Afek, the more female ancestor, 
retained “important ritual power of which men know very little.” Both ancestors, even 
though androgynous, are subject to change through “food, drink, excretion, sexual 
acts, experimentation, accident, and ritual operations” which affect the balance of 
gender in each with its related facets o f “personality, behavior, bodily strength, and 
ritual power” (Poole, 128, 129).
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ritually “hot.” After the telling o f the myth the initiates have the sweat wiped from 
them with leaves while the initiators whisper in their ears the new names they will 
receive later and that they are about to become “new men.” This positive note does 
not, however, inform them that they still have to endure a repeat o f some of the 
harshest ordeals. Sacrifices are now made to summon Yomnok, the ancestor depicted 
by a spiny anteater, into the fire house. Yomnok’s impersonators are dressed similarly 
to Afek’s except that their erect phalli are constructed of bamboo tubes filled with 
black salt and they are dressed in spiny anteater skins. After Yomnok’s ritual dance 
the initiates’ blisters are again lanced and the pus placed on the black salt in the 
bamboo phalli. The novices are redecorated and forced to eat salt soaked with pus 
from the opposite moiety. Suddenly, their left forearms are seared with hot fat, the 
blisters broken, and the pus mixed with black salt. Again they must eat this salt, only 
this time it is the salty pus235 from their own moiety, or half, of this ethnic group. The 
initiators now bum all the implements o f ritual surgery, making a show of this and 
thereby falsely implying that there will be no more body cutting. From now on the 
initiates will be known as “becoming new men.”
On the sixth night the initiates are treated gently to begin with— awakened with 
fluttering leaves and chants that exalt their growing masculinity— but then suddenly
235 Eating pus is a particularly revolting idea to the Bimin-Kuskusmin and many 
of the initiates try to refuse, vomiting and squirming away from the initiators, but they 
are forced to eat at least a small amount because it is thought that their male substance 
will be strengthened by it.
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they are seized, new surgical instruments appear, and their nasal septa on the left side 
is pierced. Acknowledgment o f the deception is made but the initiates are told that 
they must act as though they were unaffected by the pain because now they are 
receivers o f Yomnok’s strength. Again pieces of meat are placed in their mouths, only 
this time it is wild boar meat instead o f domesticated sow flesh, and the leaves placed 
in their nostrils to help them heal. New cuts are made on their foreheads and left 
temples and circled this time with white pigment. The initiates are really upset by this 
deception but most are too weak to give much resistance.
The seventh evening they again receive incisions to their foreheads and left 
temples. They also have their heads smeared with a coating o f white pigment mixed 
with boar fat to protect them, have blood from their own moiety put on their penises, 
and are given uncured gourds with which to cover their penises. Female initiators 
again give them net bags but this time designed with a white circle surrounding a red 
one, representing the condition that their red agnatic blood is getting stronger but still 
has to be protected by the white pigment.236 The initiates are now allowed to use their 
secret male names whispered to them previously and are forbidden to use their 
childhood female names in male ritual situations. Final protective measures against 
the influence o f anything female is taken by rubbing charcoal and marsupial fat on 
their navels and nipples, and circling all the new cuts with red and white pigment.
236 Poole notes (130) that this white pigment is used as protection in any number 
o f ritual settings when persons are more exposed to stress or illness.
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The next night is much like the previous night, with the application o f pigments, 
left temple incisions, and blood on their penises, except that the initiators are now 
being more supportive o f the novices. The novices, however, are distrustful, and the 
initiators recognize their anger but expect them to control it like men. Because of this, 
the initiates who complain and moan like “people of women’s houses” are shown no 
sympathy and outright hostility is sharply rebuked.
The ninth, and final, evening entails taking apart the fire house roof, starting 
with the female side, and using the leaves to construct the roof of the high root house. 
Chants are used to praise the initiates for their growing manliness and to send Afek 
and Yomnok back to the underworld. Before entering the high root house, fires are 
built at the female entrance and the initiates pass into the house through the legs o f a 
male initiator from their own moiety. There is no positive response on the part o f the 
exhausted initiates to the growing respect they receive from the initiators and some 
have to be carried into the new house. There they are left alone for the night.
The Last Three Rites
The Wild Boar Rite, the Taro Rite, and the Bokhuur Pandanus Rite are similar to 
the first three rites. The time sequence is reversed but the emphasis has changed to 
focus on the development o f the initiates’ male essence (finiik). The wild boar rite 
reverses the domestic sow rite. The high root house is decorated with boar genitals, 
boar blood is rubbed on the initiates’ foreheads and chests, and they are given boar
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meat to eat—however, they are not allowed to eat the male parts of the boar until later 
in the initiation cycle when their bodies are able to handle it. Now the initiates get 
more food and rest but the chants with the stamping and shouting still arouse panic. 
However, there are no more ordeals to be endured, although the novices do not know 
this.
The four-day taro rite parallels the sweet potato rite in its structure, but the 
emphasis is on ingesting male foods, five of them, together with ginger and taro. The 
taro has been specially fertilized in the garden by growing it with tubes o f semen. The 
initiates are rubbed with soft leaves instead o f stinging nettles and are taught to spit on 
the ground after eating in honor of the “sacred power o f these male foods.”
The final phase o f the ais am initiation stage replaces the female kauun 
pandanus rite with the male bokhuur pandanus rite. Before daylight the initiators start 
a loud chant throughout the ceremonial ground, the purpose o f which is to call the 
initiates, now known as “becoming new men,” and their fathers to the ancient sacred 
tree, said to be the staff o f the ancestress Afek. Fires are built all over the initiation 
site to explode the tubes o f bamboo that have been filled with fat. The chant that the 
initiators use praises the “bravery, strength, and manly substance” o f the initiates who 
eat quickly, pull on their new penis gourds, and put on their decorated net bags. 
Meanwhile, initiators make their skin glisten with a mixture of boar fat and white 
pigment. Their fathers have dressed in similar fashion and are hidden in the nearby
237 Poole, 132.
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forest. Before leaving the initiation site, the initiates make their first sacrifice to the 
ancestors o f bokhuur pandanus and dapsaan marsupial, build a “bokhuur pandanus 
road” and use the same switches with which they were beaten in the first rite to now 
beat their initiators. After beating the initiators the newly initiated give the initiators 
bites o f pandanus fruit and marsupial meat and then mock the men for eating the 
marsupial “women’s” food. The initiators spit out the flesh and tell the initiates that 
they must forsake eating the dapsaan marsupial, but that they can always eat the 
bokhuur pandanus nut. The initiates then anoint their initiators with pandanus oil, seal 
them inside the high root house, and begin to destroy the roof, beginning with the male 
side. While they are doing this they are each expected to give a speech to the initiators 
inside the house telling them how strong they have become and why they had to go 
through the ordeals to destroy their female substance. What they say reveals the 
extent to which they have understood and internalized the happenings o f the last three 
weeks. After they have all finished speaking, a long procession is formed and they 
gather under the sacred tree. With their backs to the tree and standing in front of the 
initiators, they face their fathers, who are assembled across the stream. Alternating 
speeches are given by the most important leaders o f both clans explaining the role of 
the fathers in their procreative contribution to the strong bodies o f the initiates and 
praising the initiates for enduring the ordeals. Boar blood is then poured over the 
initiates, they relax on the ground, and their fathers come across the stream to 
congratulate them and for the first time to publicly show affection for their sons, 
expressing pride by caressing their sons’ bodies and giving admiration for their new
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articles o f dress. The initiates then lead the female initiators back to the hamlet while 
the initiators turn back to the initiation ground.
The Period of Closure
This closure period lasts for seven days and takes place while the initiates are 
resting at the hamlet under the care o f the female initiators. The male initiators 
progressively take down or take apart the ritual objects and release them from the 
taboos of isolation of this time period. Rites of desanctification are held and sacrifices 
made to induce the ancestral spirits to return to the underworld. Some sacred objects 
are destroyed while others are moved elsewhere for safekeeping. Finally, the shelters 
and initiation houses are destroyed by burning, and only a few men remain on the site. 
The rest go to the hamlet where they dismiss the initiates to return to their own 
hamlets, but now to live in the hamlet men’s house. They are forbidden to ever enter 
women’s houses again. After their departure many of the men stay to return the 
hamlet to its normal secular condition, rebuilding what had been previously destroyed 
and scouring the site for any misplaced ritual objects. They then summon the women 
and children back to their homes. The paramount male ritual leaders then return to the 
initiation ground and secretly remove the ancestral skulls back to their hidden clan cult 
houses in the forest where they will spend days in seclusion chanting and sacrificing to 
ensure the effectiveness of the ais am for the initiates.
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Summary of the Remaining Stages
The ais am has sought to bring about a basic change in the identity o f males, 
who, up to the moment of the ritual, have been “people of women’s houses,” by 
transforming their natural substance.238 It will be helpful to give here a summary of 
the remaining stages of initiation239 because, as Poole notes, “The successive stages of 
the [initiation] cycle exhibit a progression from a negative emphasis on the female 
nature of boys to an increasingly positive concern with masculinity and then to a 
sustained focus on male ritual control of female substance and procreative power.”240
The initiates’ heads and genitals are coated with the boar fat and white pigment 
mixture in the fourth stage while the initiators chant in a “sacred language” (which the 
initiates do not understand) that the initiates are Afek’s children covered with her 
semen and shining with her fat. In the fifth stage the initiates are told that some o f the 
ancestral skulls in their initiation house are skulls o f former paramount female ritual 
leaders. They are also given taro to eat that has been covered with black blood, being 
told that it is menstrual blood. The initiates become warriors in the seventh stage. At 
this time the story is told of how Yomnok either could not or would not initiate his
238 Poole, 111-112.
Tidz and Lidz, 126-131.1 have used the book by Lidz and Lidz as my source 
for this summary as I did not have access to Poole’s other works.
240 Poole, 109.
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son, the taro, so the hawk and eagle took his son from him and hardened or 
masculinized him by rubbing him with semen made of boar fat and white pigment.
This is what the initiates are told; however, in the secret language in which the 
initiators recite the true story, the wild boars made the taro hard by rubbing him with 
their own semen that is strong with the fin iik  spirit. Toward the closing o f the ninth 
stage the female ritual leaders bring sweet potatoes and the male leaders bring taro 
together with pork from both sows and boars, cooking it all together and with both 
female and male initiators eating together with the initiates. The bringing closer 
together of male and female foods and substances that can be seen in these rituals 
shows that female influences are no longer a threat to the masculinity o f the initiates. 
The fact that the initiates are now able to eat in the presence of females is an indication 
that they are strong enough not to be harmed by the female substance as they would 
have been in the earlier stages of initiation.
The tenth stage lasts for ten days. It is during this time that the initiates are 
finally given the core story about Afek and Yomnok in which it is seen that Yomnok 
needed Afek for his strength and survival. This story reverses the version that was 
taught in the ais am stage where Yomnok displaces Afek. The ritual associated with 
this stage also illustrates the male need for the female. When the time comes for the 
hut they are living in (located near a menstrual hut) to be destroyed they destroy it 
while completely naked. The ridge pole is called Yomnok’s penis. When it is 
dismantled from the house the male initiators rub the boar fat and white pigment 
mixture on one end and side of the pole. The female initiators rub sow fat and red
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pigment mixture on the other end and side o f the pole. These pigments respectively 
symbolize semen and menstrual blood. After the initiates coat the red side by sliding 
it through the lethally harmful residues o f the menstrual hut, coating the red side with 
these residues, the male and female initiators take up positions on either end of the 
pole. The women, their own genitals covered with bark cloth and wearing a penis 
gourd to mark them as androgynous, stand over the red end. The male initiators stand 
over the white end. The initiates slide along the pole through the legs o f the female 
initiators toward the male initiators. While they are passing through, the women pour 
black blood, the symbol for menstrual blood, over them. At the middle of the pole 
they are said to masturbate but in actuality most have done this privately in the forest 
and collected the semen in bamboo. This semen is smeared over the menstrual 
residues and the initiates then pass between the legs of the male initiators, who cut 
their noses, lips, and tongues and let the red blood, a symbol of maleness or male 
blood, drip on the initiates. The ridgepole is abandoned and the initiators explain that 
semen cannot be powerful without menstrual blood.
Following his discussion o f the rituals o f the ais am, Poole gives a summary of 
what the ais am has achieved. He states,
Through the ordeals o f initiation, the constellation of features that mark the 
personhood o f “people of women’s houses” has been destroyed in the boys; and 
new cultural elements mark the personhood of “becoming new men.” Not only 
are the boys seen by others as possessing a new identity, but also new rights and 
obligations are imposed on them. They are now situated differently in their 
community. The tenor and the moral and jural entailments o f their relations with 
significant social others are altered in considerable measure. The boys are now 
credited with many economic, political, ritual, and other social capacities that 
are peculiar to young men, although many boys are still too young to take many
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responsibilities upon themselves. They wear the ritual emblems of early 
manhood both on and inside of their hard, muscular, scarified bodies. The 
desired effect of the ais am, though, is more than these aspects o f personhood; 
for the boys should also perceive and feel a change in themselves which is (or 
soon will be) manifested in behavior.241
Poole follows this comment by giving evidence of its veracity from his research o f the
views of both the initiators and the initiates. The initiators believe that the novices
must be o f the right age -  if  they are too young the ritual will not be able to overcome
their “female qualities,” as they are not sufficiently matured in the natural sense to
have diminished the effects of breast-feeding and other activities that have kept them
in close proximity to their mothers and thus kept their “substance.. .too weak and
polluted.”242 The initiators also believe that the experience must be intense and that
there is no need to give explanations o f what is happening to the initiates. Poole
243suggests that even though the ais am was “an enormously traumatic experience” the 
initiates generally began to view themselves in the new ways designed by the initiators 
even though there was some lingering uncertainty about the extent of their new 
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Schieffelin did his fieldwork among the Kaluli from 1966 to 1968 and again 
from 1975 to 1977. He was not able to witness the bau a ceremonies because they had 
been discontinued two years before his fieldwork began, but he was able to reconstruct 
what happened in a previous (early 1940s) bau a from four senior Kaluli men who had 
attended this particular bau a. In 1976 he was able to arrange an archeological 
excavation of this particular bau a site by the University of Papua New Guinea. Some 
of his original informants participated in this excavation, which brought back 
memories to them that helped shed light on the information they had given Schieffelin 
during his first period of fieldwork.
The Kaluli people, with a population of about 2,000, live just north o f Mount 
Bosavi in the Southern Highlands Province in the southern part of what is called the 
Papuan Plateau in Papua New Guinea. They share the Plateau with two other groups
245 Edward L. Schieffelin, “The Bau a Ceremonial Hunting Lodge: An 
Alternative to Initiation,” in Rituals o f  Manhood: Male Initiation in Papua New 
Guinea, ed. Gilbert H. Herdt (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982), 155- 
200 .
246 Schieffelin refers to this ceremony as an “institution” (156, 163), by which I 
believe he means an established “custom, practice, or system,” rather than the more 
sp ecia lized  use in the W estern world o f  “an organization, society, or corporation, 
having a public character, as a school, church, bank, hospital, reformatory, etc.” or, 
“the building housing such an organization” (Excerpted from The Complete Reference 
Collection. Copyright © 1994, 1995, 1996, 1997 The Learning Company, Inc. All 
Rights Reserved.). Keesing also uses the term in the same way (Herdt, Rituals, 10,
23).
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who are each only about a third of the size o f the Kaluli. The Kaluli are separated into 
some twenty longhouse communities throughout their tribal lands.
The bau a is a hunting ceremony run by virgin bachelors. Although the tradition 
was discontinued in the early 1960s, it was formerly practiced by all the peoples o f the 
Papuan Plateau, and the origins o f its long heritage lie in a myth which describes it as
' ) A ' l
being given to the Kaluli people by the memul spirits.
These spirits are to be distinguished from the other main class of spirits, the ane 
mama, glossed by Schieffelin as “gone reflections.” Both classes o f spirits can be 
seen by spirit mediums who are able to contact the spirit world. As the meaning of 
their name implies, the ane mama are spirits o f the dead and include also all the spirits 
which have never yet been physically alive. They live invisibly in the forest canopy 
close to the longhouses and in the visible world take the form of certain kinds of birds. 
The memul, however, live in distant places away from humans on top of high hills or 
mountains. They appear visibly as wild pig and cassowary, two of the most dangerous 
types o f wild animals. Mediums who have seen these spirits say they are “fierce and
9 4 8standoffish” and dress and carry weapons that are old-fashioned. Memul only 
communicate directly to people in matters to do with the bau a. The memul, it is 
believed, oversee the bau a and act as its guardians, causing things to go wrong if the
247 Two special characters are used in Schieffelin’s text to represent Kaluli vocal 
sounds within words. I have tried to transpose them to the word processor. I have no 
idea what sound the pronunciation o f these characters is supposed to take.
248 Schieffelin, 159.
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rituals are not followed properly. If  they are pleased with the way it has been run they 
provide the bau a leader with a memul “wife” disguised as an oddly shaped stone 
which is supposedly found in a ritual near the end o f the bau a. It is this “stone bride” 
which is placed beside the huge ground oven where the smoked meat is cooked for the 
final celebration and it is her presence which makes the meat “marvelously soft and 
delicious.”249
A bau a took place in a community for any one of a number of reasons. The 
older men may become concerned about passing on the traditions learned only in a 
bau a. The middle-aged men may become more concerned for the reputation o f the 
community, perceiving that they alone o f all the communities had not held a bau a for 
a long time and it was time to pay back the mado250 previously received. All the men 
o f the community may sense that the young men are restless and need an outlet to 
keep them out o f trouble. A general feeling of community malaise may make the
251leaders want the young men to stage the bau a to lift community spirits.
249 Ibid., 161.
Ibid., 158. The men of this region used this term to signify the ceremonial 
bau a interindividual and intercommunity exchange system of “recooked smoked 
game.” Mado is a special term used by the men to obscure the true nature of the 
exchange in relation to the women, presumably because they were kept from any 
participation in the bau a and in the feasting at the end of the ceremony.
251 Ibid., 166-168.
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The first step to preparing for a bau a was to choose the ayasilo (glossed as “the 
ritual officers”), to see if there was enough food to proceed, and to give some 
instruction to the ayasilo on how to conduct the bau a.252 If the bau a was a failure, 
that is, if  the meat procured and smoked during the bau a period, and ultimately re-
253cooked just before distribution, turned out tough and hard or not tasteful, then the 
reputation o f the community would suffer.
In the example given by Schieffelin, the oldest bachelor was chosen to be the 
leader o f the bau a. As leader he would get the greatest praise from successfully 
running the program; in fact, he was considered the ultimate owner o f the bau a and 
would be the one to receive the stone bride from the memul spirits at the conclusion of 
the series o f rituals. The leader gathers the other young men o f the community and 
decides with them, in consultation with the older men who have experienced the bau 
a, what communities will be recipients o f the cooked meat {mado), who the other 
ritual officers will be, and when to start the whole series of rituals. It is the leader, 
called the “adz leader” because o f the ceremonial adz badge o f office he carries with 
him at all times, who knows, from the older men, all the lore of the bau a, and who 
organizes each event. He is also the one who performs the magic spells for divination 
regarding sexual purity and hunting success, and he conducts the ritual procedures.
252 Ibid., 168.
253 Ibid., 165.
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He must keep order in the bau a because of his role as ritual and moral leader and 
therefore he has the authority to expel from the bau a those who do not keep the 
rules.254
Seven additional ayasilo assist the leader. Five are adult bachelors. The other 
two are a young man about sixteen years old and a younger lad who is twelve or
• • • 255thirteen. The last two are not chosen until the night of the opening ceremony. The 
sixteen-year-old is the second most important o f the ayasilo. He is referred to as the 
“trailbreaker” because his major ritual function is to go through the forest first when 
hunting is done and break the trail for the others. The others also have specific but 
varied ritual responsibilities.
Stage One: Gomuh
There are five stages in the Kaluli bau a ceremonial hunting lodge series of 
rituals. The first stage is called Gamuh. This word is glossed by Schieffelin as “to 
howl,”256 and is taken from the dog-like sound the youths call out from the forest after 
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building o f the ceremonial hunting lodge begins with the ritual “taking o f the ant tree” 
for the center post o f the lodge. This tree, having been chosen a couple o f days before, 
is “stalked” at night by the members o f the bau a and captured by the sixteen-year-old 
ayasilo, who “leaps out o f the darkness and grabs the trunk”257 while the rest o f the 
group yell out war calls. This hollow tree is one that has been inhabited by ants and 
the belief is that with it as the main support of the lodge, the members will have good 
success at hunting because the tree will attract animals just as it did the ants. After 
felling the tree the members carry the trunk to the spot where the lodge will be 
constructed, and it is during this journey to the construction site that the howling is 
done from which the ceremony gets its name.
The building of the bau a hunting lodge takes about two weeks with materials 
gathered from territory belonging to several longhouse communities. The bau a 
members hunt animals for food while gathering the materials, returning each night to 
the longhouse in the community where the lodge will be built. The three senior 
ayasilo go out to gather and to hunt, but they take special care to remain unseen by 
women and sleep in a special room back of the longhouse. They do not participate in 
the building of the lodge, but rather are taught the lore and procedures o f the bau a by 
those who have most recently been involved in another bau a.
The space inside the oval-shaped lodge is “a true sacred space” with everyone 
required to observe strict rules such as maintaining a serious demeanor and attitude
257 Ibid., 170.
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with no playing around or senseless chatter, keeping voices quiet, and talking only 
about things which concern the bau a. Local issues that would normally be discussed 
in the longhouse are forbidden. The space is ritually divided into two halves by the 
center post. One half is called the child’s end and the other the bachelor’s end. The 
bachelor’s end is the more sacred and all matters to do with the bau a -  rituals, 
hunting magic, divination, cooking o f ritual food -  are conducted in that end o f the 
building. The door at that end is believed to be a threshold to the spirit world at night. 
The stone pit is built into the doorway so that the memul spirits can inspect the meat 
cooked there. No homosexual activity is allowed in the bachelor end nor by the 
ayasilo, for, although it is believed to promote growth for those entering puberty, it is 
also profane because it is sexual.
This issue o f pederastic activity needs to be explained because o f its perceived 
purpose in the maturing of boys into manhood. Like the Awa people discussed above, 
the Kaluli believe that the members o f the female gender grow naturally, but males 
cannot achieve maturity without extra help. Semen was believed to have the power to 
give this extra help and a father usually took the responsibility to choose a partner for 
his son. If an older man was involved with a boy he was not allowed to sleep in the 
bachelor end of the lodge. Ayasilo, and all members of the hunting lodge, were 
required to maintain strict abstinence from heterosexual activity and rituals were 
performed to ascertain if  each member was truly a virgin. If the ritual showed that 
they had been involved in any heterosexual activity they were expelled from the bau a. 
The belief was that the memul spirits demanded complete virginity for success in the
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hunt. Heterosexual activity was part o f domesticated life, and if one wanted to be 
successful at hunting wild game one had to conform to the rules o f the wild and be 
wild oneself, as the memul spirits were. Two indications of this were, first, the 
discarding of one’s usual clothing to use forest leaves and, second, the lack o f bathing 
for the entire session o f the bau a.
Following the construction o f the lodge the bau a members closed up the lodge 
and retired for two to three months to a ceremonial sago camp to prepare large 
quantities of this food for the feast at the end of the bau a. Several members stayed in 
camp each day to work on preparing sago while the others went out hunting to find 
wild game. It was the responsibility of both the bau a leader and the sixteen-year-old 
ayasilo to be out hunting every day in every kind o f weather without fail.
Stage Two: Sibulu
The term sibulu denotes the trimming o f the thatch of the lodge, and signifies the 
formal taking of residence there by the bau a members. The first evening and through 
the night a celebration feast and ceremony is held at the sponsoring longhouse. It is 
attended by everyone expecting to get a portion o f the meat to be distributed at the end 
o f the bau a. The following morning those who have come from other longhouses are 
admitted to the lodge. For a week or two hunting starts locally for those who are 
responsible for making individual meat distributions. Hunting is done in a group with 
the members fanning out to sweep the terrain. Each member comes with one or two
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dogs. All game is caught by hand or by the dogs if  the youths are not quick enough 
and the game escapes.
This early time o f hunting near to the longhouse is also the time for testing by 
divination the chastity o f each member. Chastity is first sworn over a bandicoot, then 
the bandicoot is cooked. If it is still raw after being cooked the youth is considered to 
have lied and is expelled from the bau a.
After this process is finished the youths hunt game further afield, again for the 
individual prestations they must make at the end of the bau a. When enough game 
has been secured for everyone who must do this, the bau a splits up into smaller 
groups so that hunting can be done even further abroad. These splinter groups are 
under the leadership o f regular bachelors not engaging in pederasty and who act in the 
capacity o f minor adz leaders. These smaller groups stay in adjacent longhouse 
communities and are supplied with vegetables and sago by their relatives in those 
places. However, the ayasilo are ritually required to sleep in the main bau a every 
night, so all their hunting is done close to the lodge.
9  SX • • •“Prestation” is a word used by anthropologists to denote a payment o f a 
customary obligation. Often this is an ongoing reciprocal exchange. It is defined by 
the dictionary as “a payment, as o f money or service, made or exacted as a feudal or 
customary duty” (The World Book Dictionary, 1977, s.v. “prestation”).
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Stage Three: Tiane
This stage marks the middle o f the bau a. It celebrates the return o f the 
members from the various splinter bau a groups back to the mother lodge. The 
members store their accumulated game at the main lodge, submit again to divinations 
designed to check on their chastity, and return to their splinter bau a to resume 
hunting. This period now lasts for three to four months.
Stage Four: The Sogono Celebration
Upon their return to the main bau a, the members check the number of animals 
taken for their prestations and those who have more than enough willingly share their 
excess with those who still need more, especially the ayasilo, who have been limited 
in how far out they could go from the bau a for hunting, and because o f this have not 
had access to the best hunting grounds.
The end of this major period o f hunting is celebrated in the sogono ceremony. 
The sogono ceremony is much like the sibulu and tiane ceremonies. After bringing in 
their meat from the splinter bau a, they chase the married men away from the bau a 
with bull-roarers. In the afternoon the names of those who are to be recipients o f the 
prestations are announced and bau a members are allowed, for the first time since the 
beginning of the bau a, to smoke publicly in the sight of married men. In the evening, 
when the meat for the celebration is being steamed and the hunting magic is being
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recited, the trailbreaker ayasilo surreptitiously conceals himself under a large piece of 
tree bark. He then douses the torch that gives light to the clearing. All is plunged into 
darkness and at this moment the older bachelors scoop up ashes from the fire pits and 
throw them into the faces of the younger youths, all the while shouting words of 
growth magic as if  they were giving war cries. The younger youths, covered in ash, 
coughing and sneezing with their eyes stinging, become frightened and try to escape 
from the clearing. However, the married men are waiting on the perimeter and throw 
them back toward the center. When the trailbreaker ayasilo thinks they have had 
enough he emerges from his hiding place with a lighted torch. He is the only one who 
looks normal. Everyone else is whitened by the fire pit ashes and each o f them “looks 
like a witch.” The older bachelors reassure the younger ones and give them all the 
meat that has been steamed for this celebration.
The longhouse now has its own celebration during the night and ordinary 
members o f the bau a are allowed to attend (the ayasilo are ritually forbidden to 
attend), providing they remain on the back veranda of the longhouse where they will 
not be seen by the women.
Preparations now begin for the fifth and final stage of the bau a ceremonial 
hunting lodge. The work involved takes about three months and involves gathering 
huge amounts of firewood, incubating grubs in decaying sago and wayo palms for the 
women and children who are not allowed to receive the meat distribution, going far 
afield to gather the very large cooking leaves necessary for the final celebration,
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making new clothes and decorations, and helping their relatives catch crayfish and trap 
and smoke animals.
Stage Five: Handalaki
The last preparation to be made is the gathering of about 100 stones for the 
ground oven in which the meat will be cooked. The stones they collect are huge, 
weighing from 50 to 75 pounds each. The next morning at dawn they all go hunting 
and when they separate in the forest, the adz leader and trailbreaker surreptitiously 
head for the waterfall where the stone bride is to appear. There they brace a tree trunk 
up into the spray o f the waterfall and remove the stones out of the pool at the bottom 
o f the waterfall. The memul bride will come down the stream during the day and rest 
at the foot o f the tree trunk. In this bau a the bride had been found in a different
259manner a couple of months earlier by several members of a splinter bau a , but the 
adz leader had not been informed of this. The two leaders then return to the hunt.
9 SO It was not generally known that the memul bride could be found in another 
way, but the author relates that in this and in other cases this was so. In this case, in 
one o f the splinter bau a there was a knowledgeable relative who told the members 
that the bride might not wait for the wedding night if  the bau a was an especially good 
one and might, because o f this, try to join the adz leader ahead of time. This relative 
told the members to keep their eyes open for a stone that moved. One day two of these 
bachelor members were scouting an area o f a small creek on which there was a 
waterfall. They heard a noise like a frog jumping into the water. When they went to 
investigate they saw a stone moving along the bottom of the water, captured it and 
took it back to their splinter bau a, thinking to use it in their cooking rituals. But they
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In the late afternoon everyone arrives back at the bau a to clean and cook the 
game. This time, however, the adz leader opens the cooking packet before it has 
cooked properly and, showing that the meat is raw, states that the meat had been 
cooked to divine for a witch and accuses an old man. They all immediately set off as 
if  to go kill him.
When they get to a ridge near the waterfall pool they sit down to wait. Not 
everyone knows what is going on, but dusk comes while they wait silently. The 
coming of a small fruit bat when it is almost dark will alert them that the memul are 
present and that the bride has come. When the bat is thought to be seen they all move 
gradually with caution down to the pool. An unusual number o f fireflies are at the 
base o f the waterfall— an indication of the presence o f spirits.
The adz leader and trailbreaker go above the waterfall while the others stay at 
the downside o f the stream to block the escape o f the stone bride. The trailbreaker 
jumps half-way down the waterfall to a ledge and the adz leader, right behind him, 
goes all the way to the foot of the tree, shouting “I take [her]!” at which signal all the 
members shout as warriors would when springing an ambush and plunge into the 
stream to look for the stone. There is no stone (see footnote 259) but those who had 
the stone give various shouts, including “I’ve got her!” The married men who came
showed it to a medium who said it looked like the stone bride, and that they should put 
it in a tree stump and see if  fireflies gathered to it in the evening. They did this and the 
fireflies appeared. So they saved the stone, hiding it until the final ceremony. They 
told only a few bachelors and senior men of the longhouse, but kept it secret from the 
adz leader.
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along and are waiting at the sidelines light torches, the members catch crayfish and put 
them in the sago bag intended for the stone bride, and then sing in celebration as they 
go back to the bau a. During the trip back those who found the stone bride previously 
covertly slip it into the sago bag.
While the bau a members were seeking the stone bride the married men have 
used the gathered firewood and built a fire crib to heat the stones. When heated red- 
hot they will be placed in a huge hole dug just inside the bau a child entrance which 
will serve as an oven. The stones, once placed to cover the excavated area, are 
covered with layers of the huge cooking leaves, and the meat is placed in a great heap, 
filling up the hole and protruding above it. Water is poured over the meat so that it 
will steam and the whole top area is sealed with layers of cooking leaves. This cooks 
all afternoon and night. The bau a members are not allowed to sleep this night and 
early in the morning remove the meat and sort it for distribution.
When all is ready and everyone is assembled for the distribution, the bau a 
members come out and trot around the lodge two at a time holding pieces o f magically 
prepared sago on their heads. They have been preceded in this ritual by the 
trailbreaker, who held a cassowary-bone knife on his head as he trotted around the 
lodge. This is the first time mothers and children have seen their sons and brothers for 
about fifteen months and the only time they will see the lodge. When they have
Roughly 12 feet in diameter by 8 feet deep, sloping in to the center 
(Schieffelin, 187).
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completed this ritual appearance they all come out together carrying trays o f meat 
whose contents are covered by grass to hide it from the women. They line up in front 
o f the bau a and call out the names of the men for whom the meat is intended, doing 
this again and again until the distribution is complete. Women and children do not 
receive any meat, which is forbidden to them, but instead are given grubs and crayfish.
In the afternoon the bau a members dress up and a party is thrown for them in 
the longhouse. There they receive gifts of grubs and crayfish from all who received 
meat in the distribution. A few days later the members of the bau a from the 
sponsoring community go to the lodge to cook and eat a sugar glider, after which the 
lodge is closed and left to decay.
In the time following almost immediately after the closing of the lodge, the 
bachelors of the bau a and older youths get together and visit surrounding longhouse 
communities, putting on displays of their traditional finery before young women and 
their families. Some o f these young men are offered wives. The adz leader keeps the 
stone bride as a memento, but it is not thought to have any ongoing power or status for 
him with the spirit world.
Schieffelin sees the bau a  as a symbolic representation of the institution of 
normal marriage in Kaluli social life in which alliances are formed, only here it is an 
alliance o f the older youth with the elder members of the Kaluli ethnic group. 
Receiving the stone bride resolves the relationship o f the adze leader with the spirit 
world in the same way that “real life” marriage resolves relationship needs with one’s 
elders. In contrast to initiation processes the youth in the bau a assert a specific
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position in society, and gain admiration for their efforts; however, it does nothing to 
change their status except to make them more marriageable. The secretive nature of 
the bau a, with its taboos about being exposed to the eyes of women, meant that it 
could no longer be practiced with the coming of colonial administration, which would
• • • 7 f\  1require gathering of the people for various reasons, breaking the taboos.
Ilahita Arapesh Male Initiation Rites
Donald Tuzin conducted his fieldwork among the Ilahita Arapesh of the Middle 
Sepik just south of the Toricelli Range from 1969 to 1972. Tuzin approaches the topic 
o f violence, attempting to resolve the cultural contradiction of Ilahita Arapesh ritual 
cruelty and brutality with “the nurturant and protective attitudes expressed in the 
domestic sphere.”
There are five stages to the Ilahita Arapesh male initiation rites. These stages 
cover virtually the whole life of a male member o f this society. The only period not 
covered is that period o f time which brings the male member of society into the world, 
the time from birth to weaning and early childhood. Tuzin notes that the duration of
261 Ibid., 194-200.
262 Tuzin, “Ritual Violence,” 324.
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263these five stages is “about fifty years -  about the span of an Arapesh lifetime.” 
Initiation is into the Tambaran cult, a spirit cult in which ritual communication is 
necessary in order to secure benevolence for all o f the necessities o f life. This is 
strictly a male cult -  for a woman to find out any of the secrets of the cult among the 
Ilahita Arapesh means death by strangulation.264
Stage One: Falansa
The first stage is called Falanga, the name for inedible sago.265 It takes place 
after a boy is at least three years old. He must have been weaned and toilet trained in 
order to qualify for this stage, but it is not unusual for a boy to be into middle 
childhood before entering this first initiation stage. The ritual takes place in a stream 
near the village and is designed to cleanse him of the pollution caused by his mother’s 
milk and bodily presence, and, by beginning to charge him with “a set of ritual secrets 
all his own,”266 to draw him away from the close “nurturant and affectual”267
263 Ibid., 335.
264 Ibid., 345
26 5 Ibid., 341
266 Ibid., 337
267 Ibid., 334.
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attachment he has had with his mother and other females up to that time. Older boys in 
the group have their penis lacerated with a bamboo knife, while the younger ones 
receive a vigorous rubbing of the genitals with stinging nettles. After the cutting or 
rubbing they are thrown into a pool o f water in the stream that has been filled with 
stinging nettles. Many of the boys are joined there in the pool of stinging nettles by 
mother’s brothers, who give to the novices emotional support. Also associated with 
this stage is teaching about the masked and costumed figures, some of whom have 
been known around the village to cause death. What is not known to the general 
populace o f women and uninitiated is that these have been ritual murders.269
268 This blood is “collected in leaves, which are then tucked under the bark of 
large nearby trees. As the tree grows strong and great, so will the novice who is now 
spiritually affiliated with it” (ibid., 338). This principle of affiliation will be seen again 
in the next initiation stage, only there it will be more direct, more personal, and 
associated with water.
')C(\ ,
Ibid., 338. Tuzin records that there were 214 different masks representing 
Tambaran spirits and that “about 10 percent [of these] have a reputation for murder”
(338). The killings are said to happen when a person puts on a mask, is overcome by 
the spirits o f murder victims who live in the mask, and becomes bloodthirsty for 
revenge. When the killing is finished the wearer “supposedly recovers his senses”
(339), takes off the mask, and joins the others, who do not know that he was involved, 
in mourning when the death is found. The Tambaran is held responsible for the death 
and human involvement is irrelevant, as the success of the act shows that the 
Tambaran caused it. The cult’s spirits are believed to have an “insatiable appetite” 
(339) which breaks out in the taking o f human life, and which is only partly assuaged 
“by providing them with regular sacrificial feasts o f pork, long yams, and other 
delicacies” which in their outer form are consumed by the initiated to honor them and 
in their inner form are consumed by the spirits (334).
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Previously the novice believed that these figures were incarnate spirits but now is 
taught that each occurrence is a man dressed up as the spirit.
Stage Two: Lefin
Late childhood, around the ages o f eight to adolescence, begins the Lefin 
initiation stage. Lefin is the word for edible sago.270 During this time the last traces of 
female influences are removed, and the novice is, on the other hand, brought to male 
identity by “the mingling of his essences with those of the ancestral and cult 
spirits.”271 This is accomplished by bringing all the initiates into a roofless house 
constructed over the same stream used in the Falanga stage. When they are inside, 
previously initiated men on the bank of the stream and inside the house begin to sing 
loudly and stamp their feet. When the sound reaches its fullness, another sound, the 
call which men use to beckon a pig, cuts across the racket. Almost immediately two 
pig incisors appear between the loosely arranged floor boards and move down the line 
o f initiates. The initiates are held close to the floor and to the incisors and with their 
foreskins pulled back, “the incisors slash at each glans penis with bamboo razors.”272 
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floorboards so that their blood runs into the stream. The boys stay in the house for two 
or three weeks, exposed to the sky and the elements from above, until their wounds are 
healed.
Several days after this cutting, while no one is looking, an initiator tosses a rock 
into the stream, making a big splash. At the sound of the splash he cries out that his 
shell pendant has fallen into the stream and he commands all the boys into the stream 
to look for it. They later learn that by searching around in the dirty water on the 
bottom of the stream they have thereby covered themselves with their own blood 
which has been mingling over the past few days with the essential qualities of the 
spirit-form Lefin. As such, they have touched the spirit world and their masculinity 
has been cleansed so that their development into men may continue.
Another ceremony connected with this stage concerns the revelation o f the bull- 
roarers and takes place some time after they have left the house over the stream. This 
takes place in the context of a mock battle involving opposition between the initiators 
and the fathers o f those being initiated -  two different initiation classes. However, 
there are also strangers involved who are members of other villages and, who, under 
other circumstances, would be enemies. This gives the mock fight a terrifying reality 
to the initiates. The boys are either carried or led hurriedly into the ceremonial hamlet 
where they are corralled by their initiators with a long length of vine. They are 
squeezed into a tight bunch in the cleared center o f the hamlet. The fathers express 
palpable fear as the initiators lunge at all of them with spears and this causes many of 
the boys to cry uncontrollably. When several minutes of this action have elapsed the
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boys and their fathers are pushed out to the sides of the clearing. A few initiators then 
run into the clearing and spray those around the sides with soured sago which they call 
“feces.” Following this a man enters, accompanied by two armed escorts, with a 
specially crafted adz that he uses to threaten the initiates. This adz is the secret and 
sacred instrument used in the construction of slit gongs and the hourglass-shaped 
drums. Lastly, a long succession of initiators enters one by one, each swinging a bull- 
roarer in the same threatening manner as the two previous groups. As each enters, two 
or three fathers step out to meet and oppose him. They dodge at him, looking for an 
opening, but keep themselves just out of range of the flashing blade o f the whirring 
bull-roarer. When his arm begins to get tired, the initiator swings the thong tied to the 
bullroarer overhead as a signal to the fathers that it is safe to rush in. The fathers pin 
his arms down and lead him to one side, whereupon another initiator enters and 
follows the same routine. When all the initiators have finished performing, the bull- 
roarers are presented to each initiate who, enthralled with the gift, immediately starts 
practicing its use.
Stage Three: Maolimu
The initiates are in their adolescence to late teens when they enter this stage.
This stage is marked most significantly by a period of seclusion in a specially built 
secret village for several months and is represented as the acting out o f a myth. In this 
myth the women bum down the men’s spirit houses, but the men are told o f this by a
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bush spirit who promises to give them a magic that will make them free forever “from 
the loathsome presence o f these females” if they will give the spirit some meat.
They do so, and being given the magic they turn into flying foxes274 and sail far away 
to a safe place in the jungle. The women become greatly alarmed at their absence and 
worry about being abandoned without anyone to care for them and have sex with 
them. At this point the bush spirit appears to them and in exchange for sex gives them 
what is left of the previous magic. They too turn into smaller flying foxes and find the 
men in their supposedly safe place. The men are angry at being found and criticize the 
women for what they did to cause the men to go away. Shamed, the women return to 
the village and this is why small flying foxes are found around the village, while the 
large ones are isolated and hidden in the depths of the forest.
When the time comes for the commencement of the Maolimu stage of initiation 
the initiates are told that the next day they will begin to live in the forest as flying 
foxes. Late in the afternoon they are taken to sit in the ceremonial hamlet o f Maolimu 
within the village. Suddenly strangers attack. They are enemies from another village 
and dressed for battle, but they flee when a group of initiators counterattacks. 
Following this, when the tension dies down, the initiates are each presented baby dolls 
in the form of clay figurines during a solemn ceremony. When this ceremony is 
concluded the initiates are made to run a gauntlet and are beaten with clubs wrapped in
273 Ibid., 342.
274 A type o f fruit-eating bat.
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stinging nettles. They then share in a small feast and return home for the evening. 
After dark they gather in the ceremonial hamlet to engage in a time of singing chants 
and dancing. The initiators encourage them to mock their mothers and sisters in the 
songs, saying that they will all be gone a long while and that they will have to copulate 
with the dogs, to which the womenfolk sarcastically reply as to how sorry they will be. 
The initiators go away secretly in the predawn hours to get the hidden village ready.
In the morning the fathers lead the initiates to this hidden village, but when they 
arrive the initiators do not pay any attention to them, seeming not even to see them. 
Instead, they act out a funeral in which silent men and “women” (who are really 
initiators dressed as women) surround the corpse, silently mourning. Around them 
village life is portrayed, whether imitating the village animals with one man acting as 
a pig, another as a chicken, another as a pet cockatoo, or mimicking village activities 
such as weaving a net bag or sweeping the clearing.
The fathers who are with the initiates pretend perplexity concerning the lack of 
presence o f the trees where the flying foxes will roost, but when they ask the village 
people about it there is no reply. The initiates and fathers are given the impression that 
they do not exist or are unseen onlookers of “a village complete in its masculinity,”275 
so they seat themselves under the overhang of the roofs lining the clearing to watch 
and wait. When they are seated one initiator, who has been pretending to cut the grass,
275 Ibid., 343.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
157
departs to throw away his cuttings. He returns to stagger into the clearing having 
clearly been thrust through the chest with a spear, which in reality is simply tucked 
under his arm. At this point the enemy attacks suddenly from all sides. The initiates 
take this literally, perhaps conditioned by the failed attack of the day before, and are 
terrified. When the pandemonium dies down the boys are told that this will be their 
home for the rest of this time of initiation.
This time will be one o f joy for the initiates. They will spend these months “in 
gay camaraderie with the older men, singing, dancing, feasting, and learning such 
skills as formal oratory.”276 Feasting consists o f eating copious quantities o f pork, 
reserved for this occasion, which they are taught is an inherent desire and need in the 
nature o f men, as opposed to women’s desire and need. They also undergo a magical 
ritual which presumes to imprint on them for life whatever behavior they display 
during this time. The psychological impact o f this ritual ensures that they behave 
properly during this stage o f initiation, and the consequence is that they internalize, 
through long months o f good behavior, the character traits desired of them. Thus they 
receive an overall vision o f what manhood is in its Ilahita Arapesh conception, and 
being so attractive, that is, that men are sufficient in themselves because they are able 
to fulfill both sides o f the gender division simultaneously, the net result is the severing 
of whatever ties are left to female affection and essence. This is reinforced by 
showing that women, as in the myth, are the origin of almost all discord and disunity
276 Ibid., 342.
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in the community. This stage of initiation teaches the initiate that he must be 
supremely loyal to his gender and its secrets, even to being prepared to sacrifice all 
familial devotion, even to the point o f carrying out death to his own immediate family 
if  the cult spirits require it.
Stages Four and Five: N ssw al Bunafunei and N ssw al Walipeine
The first o f these two stages takes place between the ages o f 20 to 25, and the 
latter for the surviving old men. Tuzin combines these two stages because, for his 
purposes o f analyzing the opposing values o f familial and cult devotion as expressed 
in the violence the cult requires against women, they do not add in essence anything 
new to the discussion o f the cult even though they are significantly more elaborate and 
time-consuming.
The Nggwal Bunafunei ritual extends over two days and comprises two ritual 
murders. The night before the ritual begins the two or three of the initiators seek a 
victim as a human sacrifice to the spirit.277 They must kill a person, preferably anyone 
from an enemy village, before dawn, and if they cannot find an enemy to kill they 
must take someone from one of their own villages, even an “an unprotected wife or
277 Tuzin notes on p. 345 that this practice has been discontinued since the 
imposition o f Australian control over this area from the early 1950s.
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child o f the killer himself.”278 The following night the initiates, now grown men, must 
provide their own sacrifice for Nggwal. This killing must be equal to the one by the 
initiators if  they are to prove the quality o f their manhood.
There is a culture-wide mental schema built around this practice. It consists 
primarily of Nggwal as enforcer of public and private ethics with therefore the 
accompanying assumption that if  someone dies it may be because they have offended
97 0Nggwal in some way, of Nggwal as needing human blood, of women as the natural 
objects of the fulfillment of this need, and of the non-avenging of this deed due to its 
ritual significance.
The Nggwal Walipeine rite confers on the eldest group of old men, who by this 
time are only a small number, the status of full ritual knowledge with the 
accompanying authority this position demands. Tuzin notes that this seemingly is the 
only group o f villages to initiate into this stage, presumably to secure some status for 
men who are in physical decline and would otherwise decline also in social and ritual 
status.280
278 Ibid., 346.
9 7 0 Ibid., 345. This appetite, according to Tuzin, is kept satisfied by providing the 
spirits “with regular sacrificial feasts o f pork, long yams, and other delicacies. Such 
banquets are exclusive to males who have achieved that (initiation) grade, while the 
spirits being honored are supposedly present as invisible guests, eating the invisible 
essences o f the feast food” (334), but blood is also necessary in fulfilling the required 
ritual.
90A 4
Ibid., 334 and footnote 6 on the same page.
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Tuzin, in this article, has sought to illustrate the extreme violence that takes 
place in the initiation rites o f the Ilahita Arapesh. He affirms that the rationalizations 
for this are many, such as making boys grow or the spirit being opposed to women so
981therefore they are excluded from participating in the feasts. He ends his article by 
giving evidence for the possibility that these reasons are just rationalizations and that it 
is only the presence o f certain social conditions that allows these rationalizations to 
exist and persist. He maintains that the older Ilahita Arapesh men know that the spirit 
Nggwal is a fiction used by the men to serve the ends of the ritual. He states that this 
was hinted at more than once in his conversations with the older men, who intimated 
that
[J]ust as the fiction o f a physical Nggwal enables men to dominate women, so 
the fiction o f an invisible Nggwal enables the senior initiates to dominate their 
junior colleagues. The lie is itself a lie. Astonished upon first hearing this, I 
asked my informant, What, then, was the truth about Nggwal? to which he
• » 9  89replied, “Nggwal is what men do.”
However, having to tell lies puts the men in a difficult ethical position with which they 
are not comfortable. There are several ways in which this ethical quandary is 
expressed. First, men, from a pricked conscience, perhaps, will sneak a piece o f meat 
out o f the feast and give it to their wives, making up a false story about Nggwal 
kicking the piece aside because he was full, or two myths that state that it was the men 
who usurped the Tambaran from children and dogs, respectively, by murdering them
281 Ibid., 347.
282 Ibid., 348.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
161
out o f anger at being deceived and terrorized and then using the Tambaran for their 
own ends. The illegitimacy o f ownership, coupled with the belief that women take 
revenge in the spirit realm, cause the men to strictly preserve the secrecy o f the 
Tambaran, and their guilty feelings cause them to act more brutally in forcing this 
reality on the initiates than they would have otherwise. These two examples yield 
opposite expressions of guilt, one resulting in kindness and the other resulting in 
brutality. Tuzin states that “The result is a cultural addiction, in which the pain of 
continuing these ritual customs is exceeded only by the pain of relinquishing them,” 
with the knowledge that if  they told the truth to the women after all these generations 
o f keeping them from many good things the women would make life unbearable for 
them.283
Sanivo-Hivowe Female Puberty Rites
Patricia Townsend did her research284 among the ethnic group called the Saniyo- 
Hiyowe, who comprise about 200 speakers o f the western dialect area of the Saniyo
283 Ibid., 349-350 .
28 4  • •Patricia K. Townsend, “The Washed and the Unwashed,” in Gender Rituals: 
Female Initiation in Melanesia, ed. Nancy C. Lutkehaus and Paul B. Roscoe (New 
York and London: Routledge, 1995).
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
162
285language, which is a branch of the Sepik Hill language family. She conducted her 
fieldwork in 1966-67 with 5 shorter sessions following during 1980-84. Her article is 
concerned with the life cycle rituals undergone by women at puberty and at 
menopause.
The Saniyo-Hiyowe initiation for girls, if  a lenient definition is used to assess 
the nature o f this institution, is a puberty ritual which takes place at a girl’s first 
menstruation. There are five major aspects to this institution. First, the young girl is 
housed in seclusion for a week. Second, during this time she is encouraged to eat well 
and, to accomplish this, is given a generous food supply. Third, as the central feature 
o f this institution, she is washed at the end o f the week of seclusion. This washing 
both purifies her o f menstrual contamination and makes her attractive. It should be 
noted at this point that menstrual contamination, in contrast to the highlands societies 
summarized above, is not a big issue with this group. Menstruation is ideologically 
limited to the pre-marriage state and its existence denied from that point on. Fourth, to 
enhance her attractiveness she is dressed in shell ornaments and beads. The initiation 
ritual finishes when she prepares a batch of sago to be eaten by the women and the 
smaller children. This act signifies her return to active participation in life, only now
Tor
Ethnologue: Languages o f  the World, 14th Edition, © 2003 SIL International, 
<http://www.ethnologue.com/show_country.asp?name=Papua+New+Guinea> (23 
September 2003).
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she has a new status, having moved from being “a passive, androgynous person into 
an active, single-gendered, and nubile female.”286
This initiation ritual, according to Townsend, accomplishes three things in the 
Saniyo-Hiyowe society. First, it establishes the identity of the newly initiated young 
woman as having passed from girlhood to young womanhood. She is, therefore, now 
available for marriage. Two sets of negotiations take place now that she is available 
for marriage. One set engages the bilateral relatives of the girl who contributed to the 
bridewealth o f the girl’s mother. This phase o f the negotiation procedure determines 
who will benefit from the brideprice to be received. The other negotiation, taking 
place after the earlier one, is with the relatives of the man chosen to be the girl’s 
husband. This latter negotiation sets the amount of the brideprice. Second, the ritual 
redefines her set o f relationships when the subsequent negotiations for her marriage 
are completed. This is finalized when the brideprice payment takes place. She now 
belongs to her husband’s kin, and this continues to be her position even if her husband 
dies before her. Third, the initiation ritual publicly reaffirms strategic allegiances with 
relatives who are close and distant in terms of kinship relationship and near and far in 
terms o f the geographical location o f the hamlets in which they live. This time is a 
sensitive time when violence could break out among the persons who had been a part 
o f paying for the girl’s mother. Brideprice is gathered from among the relatives of the
286 Townsend, 166.
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98 7husband-to-be, who consider it to be a “long-term investment,” and this payment is 
given to the relatives o f the bride-to-be. The potential for conflict rises if  someone 
discovers that they have been left out o f the distribution or if  they feel the amount 
received is not commensurate with what they had previously contributed.
It should be noted that it is generally accepted that the couple will be in mutual 
agreement with the marriage arrangement, although sometimes the man will initiate 
action to take a young woman against her will, or the man’s family may secure a bride
988even when he is not willing. The young woman, upon selection, goes to live in the 
house o f the man’s parents (the “husband’s home”289) for the first few months while 
the brideprice is being gathered.
I have not summarized that portion of Townsend’s article which deals with the 
mirror or reverse o f the puberty ritual, the menopausal condition. The menopausal 
condition as a social construct will exist whenever a woman is widowed.290 In this 
condition a woman remains dirty or unwashed, she is stripped o f her ornamentation, 




290 It should be noted that the Saniyo-Hiyowe do not consider a woman to 
menstruate after marriage through widowhood (169). Therefore menstrual pollution is 
not the problem that it is in the Highlands societies studied (see Townsend, 178).
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food for others. She is considered to be a possible witch. These harsh taboos are 
lifted only gradually over a minimum of a couple of years and once again she will be 
suited socially for a marriage exchange. Both pre- and post-marriage situations bring 
about eventual changes in kinship relationships because of marriage, and because 
marriage is a time for exchange of wealth it is also a time for potential conflict.291
A Comparison o f the Five Institutions
This section will deal first with the social similarities and variations among these 
five cultural institutions and then take up a comparison of their instructional and 
learning similarities and variations.
A Summary of the Social Similarities and Variations in Initiation 
Among These Five Ethnic Groups
Cultural diffusion processes may account for the similarities seen in the various 
cultures o f Papua New Guinea. However, issues o f separation by geography and 
language may also account for variations in these societies. I turn first to a discussion 
o f those themes o f social similarity seen in the ethnographies discussed above.
291 Townsend, 169-180 passim.
292 The material for these similarities and differences comes from Keesing’s 
analysis found in Herdt, Rituals, 1-43.
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Themes of Social Similarity
Keesing identifies three major themes of similarity for male initiation. The first 
common theme concerns cultural perceptions of maleness and femaleness. He points 
out that conceptually the two genders are poles apart in their physical and 
psychological makeup. Further, “the fluids, essences, and powers o f women are 
dangerous and inimical to those of men.”293 Keesing understands the ramifications of 
this to be threefold: that, one, “the terms o f men’s social separation from women” is 
“cosmic and natural,” two, men have authority and control over “religion and ritual,” 
and, three, there is only a “limited coparticipation of men and women in domestic 
life.”294 Three sub-themes arise out o f the above perception of gender polarity. The 
first one is that men must regulate and restrict their contact with “the emanations of 
women’s generative powers.” The second is that male and female powers and 
substances are “symbolically portrayed as parallel as well as antithetical,” as seen 
above in Awa male pregnancy, and bleeding of the men for purification. Keesing 
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envy,”296 but that others see it as a control issue. Lastly, boys become men only 
through a cultural process o f creation. Symbolic codes, drawn from nature, are 
developed in which domestic plants and animals are contrasted with undomesticated 
(and therefore wild) ones -  blood is integrated into this code system.
Second is the theme of secrecy and revelation. Secrecy excludes certain others, 
while revelation informs the privileged. Sequential revelation follows the process of 
growth. The ability o f an initiate to live a male life is a consequence o f the initiators 
bringing about a transformation in the initiate by nurturing him, by disciplining him 
through ordeals, by purifying him, and by instructing him in the meaning and use of 
male-controlled implements. This transformation brings him to the point where he is 
able to do what he should do, and avoid what he should not do in order to protect 
himself -  the fundamental and indispensable ways of the culture that require as a 
logical consequence learning both to live as a man should live and to avoid everything 
which will negatively affect his manhood. In the first place this will mean avoiding 
the polluting effects that come through improper contact with the opposite sex. The 
ethos o f secrecy with its deceptiveness that once excluded him now includes him and 
he becomes a privileged person. This privilege carries responsibility, and together 
with the meanings learned, he is psychologically compelled to a strict sense of loyalty 
to the system and to his place in it.
296 Ibid., 8.
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Third is the occurrence o f institutionalized homosexual behavior. Although it 
has not yet been shown that this theme is universal, it is widespread geographically 
from the Papuan coast northward into the Great Papuan Plateau region, and the 
southernmost areas o f the Eastern Highlands Province. Keesing suspects it may be
90 7much wider. Semen is regarded as a growth substance whether to make boys into 
men (Awa, Kaluli) or to grow successful crops (Bimin-Kuskusmin).
Themes o f Social Variation
Within all the above themes o f similarity there are continuums o f variation. It
must be remembered that visible similarities in the features of a culture do not
necessarily indicate similarity in function or meaning. Keesing uses the cultural
artifact o f the flute as an example o f this:
.. .to pull flutes or bull-roarers out o f a particular cultural context for the 
purpose o f exemplifying recurrent themes in male cultism around the 
world and their psychological meanings exacts considerable cost of 
understanding. The Sambia equation flute=penis carries a very different 
meaning from that carried by the same equation where penes are bled but 
not fellated. And one must probe deeply into a people’s symbolic system 
to understand why in one Eastern Highlands society (e.g., Gahuku; see 
Read 1952) the flutes are sacred as objects and carefully preserved for 
years, while in another (e.g., Sambia, see Herdt, this volume) the flutes as
• • 9QOobjects are o f evanescent value, casually discarded and replaced.
297 Further on in the introductory article Keesing speaks o f the loss o f semen as 
draining “the life force” (14).
298 Keesing, 9-10.
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However, apart from these internal variations on themes o f similarity, there are 
other points o f cultural variation. Keesing discusses two generalized areas -  those of 
sociological variation and those of economic/ecological variation.
Sociological variation. Keesing notes that sociological variation includes 
several dimensions, the first of which is the way in which, or extent to which, men and 
women share housing and daily work, and participate in sexual and ceremonial
• • • 299activities.
The second dimension of sociological variation is the nature o f the community 
in which initiation takes place, whether the community is “autonomous nucleated” and 
“internally differentiated by descent” as for the Awa, whether the community is a 
“kinship and initiatory moiety” system “that crosscuts clans and villages” as for the 
Chambri along the Sepik River, or whether it be a “dispersed confederacy o f clan 
hamlets” as for the Sambia in the Eastern Highlands.300
The dimension of complexity is the third sociological area o f variation. It is 
generally thought that complexity of cultural ritual increases with the size the 
population of the group. This would be true for the Ilahita Arapesh, where the cycles 
o f initiation practiced as part o f the complex of interclan relationships could only 
occur with a large population. However, Keesing reminds us that “ .. .the staggering
299 Ibid., 11-12.
300 Ibid., 12.
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ritual complexity and considerable sociological intricacy of the remote Bimin- 
Kuskusmin (Poole, this volume) should make us wary of assuming that scale (of
-JA 1 t
population) and complexity will be neatly related,” where the population is 
relatively small.
Lastly, there is variation regarding the arrangement and ordering of the initiatory 
rites in the elements of the total number of years covered by the entire ritual sequence, 
the differences in the ages o f the initiates, and the number o f stages required to 
achieve the goals of the initiation process. The Saniyo-Hiyowe age span and age 
variation is quite narrow for the puberty rites about which Townsend writes; however, 
Townsend includes in her article a discussion in which there is a reverse mirror image 
o f the puberty rites when a woman enters menopause. In contrast, the Ilahita Arapesh 
are quite broad particularly in terms o f age span. The Awa have five stages although 
they consider them as one unit. The Ilahita Arapesh experience five stages, but these 
stages extend over virtually the whole life o f the men of this ethnic group. The Bimin- 
Kuskusmin have ten stages limited to ten to fifteen years and speak with pride of the 
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Economic/ecological variation. The second generalized area o f cultural 
variation is what Keesing refers to as the economic, or ecological, factors. He states 
that “human populations (are) creative forces and ecological factors (constitute) a 
circuitry o f constraint,”304 that is, human beings, because they have the power to 
change, try to improve their environment and conditions, but the ecology within which 
they work provides limitations on their creativity. Keesing relates two main variables 
along which these differences occur, diet and population. Diet is determined by the 
food types available to any given people. Papua New Guinea has three general types 
o f food sources. First, the low production, scattered hunter-horticulturalist peoples of 
the forests take their diet from the varied animals of the forest, edible vegetation, and 
some root plants. Next are the sago producers, living in low-altitude areas, who get 
their carbohydrates from the sago palm and their protein from rivers and plains.
Lastly, dense populations in the high-altitude valleys are able to intensively farm the 
sweet potato and keep large numbers o f pigs. Diet affects issues of fertility, disease 
susceptibility, physical makeup, and so forth.
The second economic/ecological variable has to do with the effect o f culture on 
such issues as “the frequency, conditions, and sociology of sexual intercourse, 
practices o f child rearing and feeding, infant care, and the like.”305 Other cultural
304 Keesing, 18.
305 Ibid.
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practices such as endocannibalism (the Fore people), homosexual anal intercourse (the 
Marind-Anim people of the Papuan coast), infanticide, abortion, and warfare will have 
clear effects on the demographic situation of a population. Warfare seems “to be a 
key factor in male cultism”307 which seeks to produce men who are equipped to fight 
well because they have been hardened by the ordeals. It has been proposed that belief
-5 A O
systems of “male cults and associated pollution ideologies” work to regulate 
population because they “have a consequence o f preventing premarital pregnancy, 
delaying marriage, spacing children, and otherwise limiting fertility: pollution beliefs 
constitute a form of ‘supernatural birth control’ ”309; however, this view must be 
conditioned by 1) a people’s own consciousness of what they are doing, 2) the great 
variations in how these beliefs are carried out, 3) the nature o f borrowing practices
-5 1 A
from others and the psychology of abandoning beliefs.





309 Ibid. See S. Lindenbaum, “Sorcerers, Ghosts, and Polluting Women: An 
Analysis o f Religious Belief and Population Control,” Ethnology 11, no. 3 (1972): 
241-253.
310 Ibid., 19-20.
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Ecological adaptation will not fully account for the evolution or 
perpetuation of the remarkable ritual systems described in these chapters. As 
elaborations of symbols, as outcomes o f sexual-political conflict, these systems 
have a life o f their own, a self-generating, self-perpetuating cultural force that is 
disengaged to substantial degree from material circumstances...By itself, 
ecological adaptation does not provide either an adequate conceptual framework 
or a complete explanation for the emergence, efflorescence, and spread o f male 
cults and initiation systems. The challenge, I will suggest, is to incorporate 
ecological perspectives into a wider framework of theory that takes into account 
as well the organization of production, social structure, symbolic systems, 
psychology, and sexual politics.. . .311
It seems, to summarize this section on social similarities and variations in
• 3 1 9  • •relation to initiation, that initiation, as Roscoe noted, is not meant to “do” just one 
thing. It is a complex mixture o f purposes that takes into account many different 
facets o f society and is, perhaps, shaped by those various facets in order to meet 
supposed survival needs. Certainly, the issue of “making men” who are able to face 
the intense pressures and pains o f warfare without flinching must play a very 
important part in the harsh and harrowing violence of some ordeals. Keesing suggests
313that men maintained regional political frameworks that reinforced male power. It 
seems that Keesing implies that that warfare depended on male solidarity and power314
311 Ibid., 20.
312 Paul B. Roscoe, “ ‘Initiation’ in Cross-Cultural Perspective” in Gender 
Rituals: Female Initiation in Melanesia, ed. Nancy C. Lutkehaus and Paul B. Roscoe 
(New York: Routledge, 1995), 221.
313 Keesing, 21-22.
314 Ibid., 18,21-23.
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and not necessarily on full social solidarity. If this contention is true, and if men 
cannot marry their sisters, then the women they do marry, if  they come from enemy or 
competing groups, must be subordinated to men, as they are potential spies. The
315system therefore has to be locally exogamous and unilocally residential. Relational 
ties o f males to females are threatening to the system, for too close a tie to mothers
31 f\and sisters “could keep boys from becoming men.”
But not all ordeals are informed or constrained by the warrior ideal, and 
certainly the elaborate rituals and symbolism have a depth o f complexity that surely 
reaches beyond the need for success over enemies to address questions of 
psychological and cosmological import— questions that perhaps attempt to address 
what it means to be persons, both who one is in selfhood and in community and who 
one is in relation to the unseen world of mystery, the place where the ancestors have 
gone. How these questions are addressed is the role o f education in a society. I turn 
now to a discussion of that role in these ethnic groups.
315 Ibid., 23.
316 Ibid., 24.
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A Survey of the Instructional and Learning Similarities and Variations in Initiation
Among the Five Ethnic Groups
Roscoe points out that for a period o f time anthropological studies tended to 
favor either a purely comparative approach to initiation or a purely interpretive 
approach. However, this simplistic approach proved inadequate and led to the 
contention that ethnologists needed to “grant a more complex, multicausal nature to 
initiation” and to the theoretical realization that “a particular initiatory sequence may
-51 7
‘do’ several things at once.” I want to isolate one of those areas o f action and to 
now look at the “educational” aspects o f initiation in these five institutions. Because 
the ethnographies do not specifically target this area, the data available are not as 
abundant as for other areas o f description. Newman and Boyd’s article yields perhaps 
the most information with Poole coming a close second, while almost no data on the 
educational aspects of initiation were found in Townsend’s article on the Saniyo- 
Hiyowe. I have summarized this information in Table 2.
There are at least four major cognitive themes for the Awa o f the Eastern 
Highlands Province. The first is the belief that boys could not achieve growth to 
maturity on their own. Thus the mature men charged themselves with the 
responsibility o f bringing them to maturity both physiologically and psychologically.
317 Roscoe, 221.
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Table 2
Summary of Initiation Instruction/Learning Characteristics 
from the Ethnographies
Characteristics of the Characteristics of the Characteristics of the
Cognitive/ Affective Instruction Instructor
Context
Awa • Blood-letting • Use of ritual • Put aside natural
• Grow/Be transformed • Use o f drama feelings to achieve
• Taboos • Lecture goals
• Ordeals • Processes have
• Verbal abuse meaning or reasons
• Relationship • Progressive harshness
dislocation of ordeals
• Progressive taking of • Ordeal before
responsibility explanation
• Reward tied to power • Progressive
• Communal understanding of 
secrets accompanied 
with access to the 
previously forbidden 
• Status marks for 
achievement
(continued on following page)
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Table 2 (continued)
Characteristics o f the 
Cognitive/Affective 
Context












• Sense of the sacred 
throughout
• Distaste for female 
gender inculcated 
together with self- 
loathing of personal 
femaleness
• Cognitive dissonance






• Recitation of sacred 
myths
• Expectation that anger 
will be self-controlled
• Reinforcement through 
initiates praising 
themselves and giving 
reasons for the ordeals
• Very little o f the 
cognitive/affective 
context explained -  the 
experience in and of 









• Pain - shared
• Fear and distress





• Centrality of the “god”
Ngwaal
>  as enforcer of 
ethics
>  as death bringer 
for wrongs
> as needing human 
blood
>  as standing above 
retaliation
• Myths, stories
• Acting out myth






(continued on following page)
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Table 2 (continued)
Characteristics o f the 
Cognitive/Affective 
Context





• Secrecy and isolation
• Serious attitude when in 
the lodge (sacred area)
• Focused conversation











(None given) (None given)
This they accomplished through a series o f rituals that included taboos and 
progressively harsh ordeals as well as a timed introduction to foods of various 
potencies that would help them grow. The second cognitive theme is that female 
substances would keep them from becoming what they should— strong and virile 
young males. Thus female influence from early life experiences needed to be 
eliminated and the power of female substances needed to be avoided until one was 
strong enough to not be overcome by it, and even then it remained dangerous to the 
man. Again, this was accomplished through the ordeals of vomiting and blood-letting. 
Further, nature, in  the form o f  plant grow th provided the pattern for m ale 
physiological maturing. This was seen in the naming of the stages of the initiation 
process, which followed the stages o f plant growth. The fourth cognitive theme 
concerned the need to motivate the boys as they progressed through growth stages to
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manhood to want and accept the need to grow or change. This was accomplished in 
several ways with both positive and negative methods. One positive way this was 
done was to tie the reward for growth to power—becoming men who were strong 
enough to withstand the power held by women in their bodies and adorning them with 
marks o f status through ornamentation. It was also accomplished by symbolic and 
dramatic illustration such as throwing sugarcane on the backs of the initiates, seeing if 
they could throw it off, praising them when they did so, and telling them that there 
was hard work ahead in providing sugarcane for the community. It was also 
accomplished positively through a progressive understanding o f the secrets held by 
men, such as the meaning of the flutes. Negatively, they were motivated by verbal 
abuse regarding their ineptness and their misdeeds and by social dislocation through 
the breaking off of relationships with mothers and sisters reinforced by symbolic 
polarity. The information concerning their required new behavior was given by 
lecture, with emphasis on the development o f character and taking responsibility, 
explanation o f the ordeals after the fact, and the telling of the myths.
From the ethnography some understanding of the Awa view of knowledge could 
be determined. The Awa believe that knowledge is something to be given— it is an 
entity to be taught. They believe that it is concerned with both the material and the 
non-material, the natural and the supernatural. They believe that knowledge is 
layered, and show this by giving the same symbols increasing depth o f meaning as the 
stages o f initiation progress. They believe that inanimate objects and substances can 
contain animate power. They believe pain has an energizing effect and that there is a
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relationship between experiencing and enduring pain, the learning process, and the 
dispelling o f fear. This cognitive and affective context seemed to achieve the 
transformational goals of the Awa elders. A significant teaching method was the 
practice o f engaging the help of older youths in the purging rituals. Both the practice 
o f the ritual, as well the supervised instruction they give to younger initiates, would 
have helped to effectively embed the necessity o f the practice in these older youths.
The Bimin-Kuskusmin live on the border o f the West Sepik Province and the 
Southern Highlands Province. The ais am first stage o f initiation created high stress, 
terror, and panic in the initiates. It also deliberately created fear and confusion. Poole 
notes that the elders “clearly recognize that this stage of the initiation cycle is unique 
in its duration, peculiar complexity, and brutal ordeals,”318 but the intent of all this is 
to produce a masculine personhood in the initiate. What is produced for many is 
anger, but the elders want this anger to be managed properly by the individual. When
319controlled properly it is “an esteemed quality o f manhood.” In this initiation stage
very little explanation o f the ritual or the process is given to the initiates. It is all 
experience with little understanding, but for this ethnic group there is no knowledge 
without experience. The cognitive and affective aspects of knowledge are bound 
together. Knowledge is holistic— cognition, emotion, and body have to be connected
318 Poole, 137.
319 Ibid.
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over time in order for a person to truly know. Knowledge is transmitted when the 
emotions are engaged. The elders want to create in the initiates a sense o f awareness 
“of all influences immediately surrounding the individual,” so that all the senses are 
simultaneously involved. This allows them to experience or see the core o f reality 
in a fashion that is analogous to the early ancestors who are immediately aware o f and 
process all that is taking place. When the initiate experiences this awareness he is 
somehow opened to the ancestors, where real and full knowledge resides, and his life 
force strengthened. The “eyes” o f these ancestors are embodied in certain crystals 
which have been buried (unknown to the initiates) beneath the fire house. It is 
important to note that when explicit instruction is given by the elders, it is given in
321terms of specific example, symbol, or ritual rather than in verbal theoretical fashion.
The Kaluli practice o f the bau a in the Southern Highlands was not run by the 
elders, although they were responsible for instigating the event. They were 
responsible for giving advice and instruction to those leading the bau a , who in turn 
instructed the rest o f the young men. There are several cognitive themes discernible
320 Ibid., 138-139.
321 See Pascal Boyer, Tradition as Truth and Communication: A Cognitive 
Description o f  Traditional Discourse (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 
12, where he says “traditional institutions are pervaded with ‘event-talk’ rather than 
‘theory-talk.’ That is to say, people seem to find the actual traditional utterances or 
actions more attention-demanding than a generalising commentary. Informants asked 
to comment on, for example, whether ancestors are jealous of living people are more 
willing to refer to singular situations than general principles; they will use a series of 
concrete examples and leave their moral implicit.”
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from the ethnography. First, and most important, is the overriding belief that a proper 
relationship to the spirits must be maintained because they are responsible for the 
success o f the bau a. Other beliefs are subsumed under this principal belief. These 
included becoming “wild” like the spirits and therefore not bathing or grooming or 
wearing normal attire. It also meant staying sexually chaste in regard to women and 
refraining from social violence. Also, the members believed that the lodge had to be 
treated with respect regarding the nature of conversations that took place within and 
the proper use o f each section o f the lodge. Another theme was the belief, or at least 
hope, that if  one did one’s best the rest o f society would see and reward this behavior. 
This is seen especially in the hard work done through the hunting and the preparation 
o f the feasts with the expected reward o f getting married.
The cognitive/affective context was largely one of cooperation and comradeship 
in regard to the work, but discipline was also meted out if members failed to do their 
part. This took place in secrecy and isolation as the members set themselves aside 
from society to engage in the task before them. Characteristic of the teaching/learning 
context within the lodge was an attitude o f seriousness, decorum, and self-control, 
with conversation focused on the matters at hand rather than on the events o f the 
outside world. The instruction was characterized by the giving of rules and the acting 
out o f myths in a dramatic way. Learning was by lecture and listening as well as what 
I termed activity learning in the chapters above. This latter characteristic was seen in 
the way in which the youth “developed extensive knowledge of the habits of animals 
and a familiarity with the forest geography over a wide area outside the confines of
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their own longhouse territories”322 through the long days of hunting. Character was 
developed through the endurance necessary to keep up the arduous pace o f daily 
hunting and other work.
The alliance the members o f the bau a developed with the spirits is analogous to 
the alliance the members have with the elder men to do well in the hunting and thus to 
be seen as allies and equals in the social culture.323 This is seen by the prestige that is 
gained that leads to offers of marriage.
We can also see some cognitive themes in the Ilahita Arapesh studied by Tuzin. 
The early stages of initiation developed the theme of gender separation and the ridding 
o f female polluting influences. The power of blood for growth, when associated 
ritually with the spirits, is also introduced. The cognitive domain o f the spirits and the 
paraphernalia with which they are associated is progressively taught to the initiates 
over the stages o f initiation culminating (traditionally) in acts of ritual murder.
All this takes place in a context characterized by pain, fear, and distress. 
Simulated realism is a major way in which this atmosphere is created. The only happy 
time occurs during the extended isolation in the forest with much feasting and 
celebrating the tribal myths of men’s superiority over women.
322 Schieffelin, 162.
323 Ibid., 196-197.
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Characteristics of the instruction include the telling, often dramatically, o f myths 
and stories; the use of rewards through fun and feasting; and the use o f deceit by the 
instructors to achieve their ends. The instructors are often costumed in “other­
worldly” garb in order to accentuate and give meaning to their actioned stories, but are
• • • 324sometimes troubled by their use o f deceit.
Very little instructional and learning material can be drawn out o f the 
ethnography on the Saniyo-Hiyhowe. The cognitive/affective characteristics include 
seclusion, and washings for purification to make the young woman attractive. The 
encouragement to eat well from the abundant and nourishing food supply also works 
to make her attractive, as does the ornamentation she is given at the end of the time of 
seclusion when she becomes marriageable.
Themes of Instructional and Learning Similarities
The first theme of similarity that I find is that the interface of material and non­
material reality is pervasive in these ethnographies. There is apparently little cognitive 
boundary between the two domains of reality. Thus, many things in the material 
world are seen to affect or be illustrative o f what takes place in the immaterial world.
The second theme of similarity is that painful ordeals are an important part of
324 Tuzin, 322-352, passim.
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the learning process. They are an aid to learning, as the memory of the pain is tied to 
the learning event o f which it was a part. Pain is also something that needs to be 
learned in itself—that it is a reality o f life that must be accepted as such and in the 
experience of pain one must seek control over one’s reactions to it.
A subset of this theme seems to be the similarity that the ordeal precedes the 
explanation o f the ordeal. This is possibly done for psychological reasons -  if  the 
explanation was given before the ordeal the learners would likely resist undertaking 
the ordeal, as the ordeal action would have to be explained along with its meaning.
The third theme is that women, or rather the negative influences associated with 
women, are to be feared. All the ethnographies, apart from the ethnography on the 
Saniyo-Hiyowe, which was a female initiation, emphasized the need to maintain 
gender separation to one degree or another and worked hard to educate and instill this 
difference into the initiates. The ethnographies presented this as necessary to the 
making of men. If men were truly to be men they had to be rid o f these influences and 
associations.
Fourth, learning is both by listening and by participating. Focused attention 
must be given to the instructions and information being imparted. In some cases 
listening was seen to be effective when the novice obeyed the instruction.
Fifth, ritual is, in itself, efficacious. The ritual was seen to be part of the larger 
cosmology of the people and as such the ritual enactments o f initiation were a 
participation in the broader life flow or cycle of the people as they fit into the scheme
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of the cosmos. Rituals were concrete behaviors that produced concrete effects in the 
cosmos and in the participants.
Last, the instructors, for the most part, remain emotionally distant. This is, 
perhaps, because they must control their own emotion and be seen to be men, even 
though they must intentionally carry out difficult assignments on their own offspring 
or that o f their brothers that will cause those offspring severe emotional and physical 
pain. I can only imagine that they were able to do these things by seeing that the end 
justified the means, when the means was the only perceivable way to the desired 
result.
Themes of Instructional and Learning Variation
There are differences o f degree in all the similarities seen above. It is assumed 
that variances in the context account for these degrees of difference, some of which 
might be attributed to the various purposes assigned to each of the initiation processes. 
An illustration o f a difference in degree is the level of explanation given in the 
initiation process. The Awa provide for a progressive understanding of their secrets 
accompanied with access to that which was previously forbidden, while the Bimin- 
Kuskusmin explain very little o f the cognitive/affective context, seemingly believing 
that the experience in and o f itself is educationally and ontologically efficacious,
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effecting “in them [the learners] a change o f substance, gender, social personhood, and 
self.”325
Second, there are some differences in kind regarding the characteristics of 
initiation. An illustration o f this can be seen in the area of taboos. The Ilahita 
Arapesh seemingly do not have food or other taboos, as do the other initiation 
processes described above. However, the author o f this ethnography may have simply 
left out this facet, as he was primarily concerned with elucidating the dissonance men 
experienced between ritual violence and “the relatively benign tenor o f domestic life 
and ideology.”326 It is true that the initial Saniyo-Hiyowe rite also does not include 
taboos, but the mirror image of this initial rite found at the menopausal stage for 
widows does include severe taboos.
An interesting difference is found in the initial Bimin-Kuskusmin initiation rite. 
Only the Bimin-Kuskusmin, o f all the ethnographies discussed, are said to cognitively 
and affectively reinforce the rite in the learners by having them praise themselves for 
their endurance and by having them give reasons for the ordeals. This latter 
characteristic also serves as both a testing o f learning and an act of learning by forcing 
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The Social and Cognitive Structures o f the Five Institutions
Turner, as a popular proponent of initiation structure, is used here as a base of 
comparison for some o f the social and cognitive features found in the ethnographies 
discussed above. It will be seen that although there is a general fit to Turner’s 
structure for initiation, there are also variations that individuate these five initiation 
structures.
Social Fit o f the Ethnographies to Turner’s Initiation Structure
Turner, building on van Gennep’s analysis as noted early in the chapter, asserted 
that initiation as a social structure had the three distinct components o f separation, 
liminality, and reincorporation. In this section I examine each ethnography discussed 
above for its fit to Turner’s social structure for initiation.
The Awa have five distinct stages to their initiation rites. These could be termed 
separation, incorporation, transformation, identification, and marriage. The Awa view 
this series of rituals (which include induction into the men’s house, the first bodily 
purging, achieving young unmarried male status, a sweat ceremony followed by the 
sever penis-cutting rituals connected with betrothal, which are the final step in 
preparation for marriage) as one unit.327 Many aspects of Awa initiation fit neatly into
327 Newman and Boyd, 243.
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the structure outlined by Turner, such as the forceful and sudden removal o f the 
initiates from the care o f their mothers to the men’s house; however, the period of 
liminality seems to be a variant on Turner’s model. Because the period o f time from 
the first to the fifth ritual covers several years it perhaps is not possible to have the 
complete isolation and sense of pollution or nothingness of the liminal period, as 
Turner suggests. Rather, the “liminal” period is seen more as a series of growth steps 
that must occur, and there is a return into society between the rituals while this growth 
takes place. The act o f marriage could be seen as a full incorporation into society, but 
this does not seem to satisfy Turner’s depiction of what re-incorporation means with 
the transition out of the liminal state, but perhaps it could be argued that the basic 
structure is there and the Awa pattern is just a variation on the strict norm of the 
model. It may be that even marriage is not, for the Awa, the full incorporation into 
society due to the extreme affective separation of the genders. Perhaps the full cycle 
is only achieved when the initiate becomes a full-fledged initiator.
The Bimin-Kuskusmin initiation rituals, especially as seen in the ais am, the first 
o f ten initiation rituals, are the most harrowing of the ethnographies studied. The 
initiation rituals contained in the ais am, when taken by themselves apart from the 
other nine stages o f initiation, could be seen to closely fit Turner’s model. The liminal 
period is intense, even to the point o f total confusion on the part o f the initiates as to 
what is going on because o f the sense of betrayal that comes to them from both sexes 
together with the contradictions and deceptions o f their initiators. However, here also, 
the initial status conferred on those who come through the ais am is not the final
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status, and the full cycle o f what the ais am is all about continues on through the next 
nine stages o f initiation and mitigates, or even reverses, much o f what the ais am 
portrays.
Although Schieffelin argues that the Kaluli bau a is not bona fide initiation, it 
does incorporate many features o f initiation and could be classed as a form of 
initiation. It follows Turner’s structure as well. The “initiates,” once isolated in the 
bau a, are not seen again by their womenfolk relatives until their re-emergence from 
the bau a months later, when they appear, at least for the older initiates, as 
“transformed” or developed individuals. Rituals are followed in the bau a which both 
demonstrate and teach about the accepted cosmology in which the members live. It 
can be noted that the bau a is begun at the instigation of the older, already “initiated” 
men, and, as noted above, may be undertaken for any number of reasons. However, 
even though it does not give its members any special new role or status, their prestige 
has clearly gained momentum, as can be seen in the fact that so many of the senior 
bachelors become married soon after the completion o f the bau a.
The Ilahita Arapesh initiation rituals align closely to Turner’s model. Here the 
initiates are taken from their normal environment, isolated and transformed, and 
reincorporated into society as new persons. However, as Tuzin points out, the 
violence associated with these rites does not seem to be in proportion to the purpose of 
the rites. Tuzin believes that in the distant past the Ilahita-Arapesh adopted rituals that 
were not original to themselves and that this is at least part o f the explanation for both
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the excessive violence and for the guilt the older men feel for doing what they believe 
to be contradictory to other social values.
The Saniyo-Hiyowe female initiation/puberty rites also conform to Turner’s 
model o f separation, a liminal stage and period, and then reincorporation. For the 
young women in this culture reincorporation means moving from isolation to 
community, from being unadorned to being decked out in finery, and from being 
passive to being active in terms of a now continual involvement with the group. 
However, Townsend points out that this initial female rite cannot be seen in isolation 
from the status and requirements of the crone -  one who has lost her husband through 
death -  as the crone’s situation is almost the complete reversal of that pertaining to the 
original initiation rites.
Educational Fit of the Ethnographies to Turner’s Initiation Structure
Turner does not think there are varieties o f cognitive structure. He says, “Nor is 
it entirely accurate to speak of the “structure of a mind different from our own. It is 
not a matter o f different cognitive structures, but of an identical cognitive structure 
articulating wide diversities o f cultural experience.”328 An analysis of meaning will 
not necessarily provide clues to differences of cognitive structure. Further, he quotes
328 Victor W. Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure 
(Chicago: Aldine Publishing Company, 1969), 3.
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and affirms Monica Wilson as saying, “I see in the study of rituals the key to an 
understanding of the essential constitution o f human societies.”329 Later, in this same 
work, he speaks o f symbols and their relations, particularly in the group he was 
studying, as “a set o f evocative devices for rousing, channeling, and domesticating 
powerful emotions, such as hate, fear, affection, and grief.” Looking then, at any 
ethnic group’s interpretation o f meaning for the ritual does not give us an 
understanding of its cognitive or educational structure -  its psychology, methodology, 
or epistemology. An understanding of the educational structure will only come from 
observations o f how they do the job of knowledge transmission. It is not cognitive 
structure that is needed, but rather how they cobble together the methodological 
structure -  what form they use to get the job done. Why they use that form answers 
questions o f educational philosophy and psychology. It is recognized that psychology 
may be part o f the form.
In an analysis o f the educational structure of initiation it may, therefore, be best 
to first look at the aspects of initiation in which devices for change are used. Turner’s 
description of evocative devices provides a starting point for this analysis. The 
initiators want to arouse powerful emotions so that they can either 1) teach the initiate 
to channel and domesticate those emotions, or 2) channel and domesticate those
329 Ibid.
330 Ibid., 42.
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emotions themselves as initiators. The latter, in the ethnographies discussed above, 
seems to be the primary way in which change in the initiate is produced, as the need of 
society has already been predetermined, and the particular channel is seen as the 
answer to the need. So one primary aspect o f initiation is surfacing and dealing with 
the various emotions o f fear, loss, anger, and affection. Turner notes Evans- 
Pritchard’s point on the use o f obscenity as illustrating a method by which the 
emotions incurred during crises are channeled.331 The ethnography discussion and 
analysis above have shown how fear and anger have been evoked in the learners with 
the expectation that the learners would begin to exercise self-control over these 
emotions.
Learning to deal with physical pain and hardship is another primary educational 
aspect o f initiation. It can be seen that pain, sometimes in the extreme, is used to 
achieve certain ends in the initiate. Usually these ends were for hardening the 
individual so that they were able to bear and endure pain. Sometimes pain was used to 
elicit emotions that would stimulate a fight response rather than a flight response. 
Again, as for the discussion on emotion above, the learner was introduced to pain with 
the expectation that he would leam to deal with it through the skill o f self-control and 
use it in socially productive and protective ways. That these issues were surfaced 
during initiation meant that they were contained within society in a structure that
331 Ibid., 92.
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would allow safety to the rest of society while the necessary lessons were being 
practiced.
The structure of the initiation instruction/learning process can be summarized in 
Turner’s terms. Previous learning must be undone in order for the new learning to 
take place. In the liminal space the chaos o f change becomes the norm and is 
sanctioned by the sacred. Certain means, both psychological and physical, embedded 
in a ritual, are used within this space to achieve the desired ends. The performance of 
the initiate in a new status after the completion of the training/learning period will 
determine whether or not these ends have been achieved.
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CHAPTER 3
INCIDENTAL LEARNING: THE TRADITIONAL INFORMAL CONTEXT
Introduction
One way to look at learning and instruction in Papua New Guinea is to observe 
the various situational or experiential contexts in which learning and instruction took 
place. From my informants I find four major contexts of experience. First is the 
informal learning experiences of early developmental years, second, the time of 
initiation which parallels in certain respects the third context, that o f the introduced 
British-Australian system of formal Western practice of learning and instruction, and 
fourth, the time beyond this when several o f my informants themselves became 
teachers. I will look at how my informants perceived the first, second, and third 
contexts for learning and then how they perceived a self-constructed ideal learning 
environment at the time of the interview. The analysis o f these four contexts will 
hopefully lead to a better understanding of how to work toward constructing learning 
environments within Papua New Guinea that are contextualized to the cultural patterns 
found there.
In Papua New Guinea the traditional context for learning was composed 
primarily o f informal or incidental learning in the way in which these categorical 
terms were defined earlier. There was little opportunity for nonformal learning and
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this category of learning context will not be discussed here. Many societies also did 
not have a formal context for learning, but a few included a type of formal learning 
called initiation. While all my informants were able to talk about the informal 
context,332 not all were able to speak of the formal initiation process either because 
their group no longer practiced initiation or because they had never practiced it. Here 
I will look first at the informal context for learning because this is the context first 
encountered by the learner. Then I will look at the formal (initiation) context in the 
next chapter and see how that context differs from the informal context.
Incidental Learning for Character Development
In the interviews I conducted, the informal learning processes learned early in 
life laid a solid foundation for learning that had a continuing impact throughout the 
lives o f the interviewees, as we shall see later in the paper. Relationships, from birth, 
are at the center o f a child’s experience under normal social conditions in any society, 
and most often with the child’s mother. This is the situation for Papua New Guineans, 
and in most if  not all the societies represented within the country the mother has the 
most influence over the child’s early learning experiences. Nambis stated, “My 
mother told me what was right and w rong.... When I was at home my mother taught 
me especially don’t do that, don’t steal, don’t go to somebody’s house and whenever I
332 However, I did not interview all my informants regarding their experience of 
informal learning.
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did wrong, like stealing, if  I would go to somebody’s garden or somebody’s area and 
steal something my mother would belt me badly. Most of it was my mother who 
taught me what was right.” From this comment we can see that character 
development for social mores was a critical part of Nambis’ early learning. This was 
also true for Kinua, who said, “In our traditional village we have the women’s places. 
For example, in our custom they have this menstrual kind of place334 that women are 
the only people allowed to go there. The men are not allowed to go there. So boys, 
we as boys they told us you are not going to go there. Or if a woman is sitting here 
stretching her leg out you are not going to go across her legs which is not allowed.
And so those things even in our house we start practicing them.”
Not only is the mother responsible for early character development, she seems 
also to be deliberately responsible, at least in some societies, for the child’s
T O T
Nambis, 26, 25. Interview by author, 22 October 2000, tape recording, 
author’s collection.
334 I have given the instances o f my informants’ dialogues just as they spoke it. 
Grammatical errors, such as verb tense, or plurals or the lack o f them, are a function of 
speech that may be, as noted in chapter 1, using English as a second, or even fourth or 
fifth learned language. Thus, these are not typographical mistakes. There are also 
many abrupt changes in the flow of sentences. These phenomena reflect an accurate 
transcription of the conversation and are usually separated by a comma. Where a 
meaning seemed to be unclear I have tried to include a correction or explanation in 
brackets. Parenthetical material given within quoted material is the response of the 
other person in the interview process, usually myself, rather than the informant.
Kinua, 11. Interview by author, 28 October 2000, tape recording, author’s 
collection.
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introduction to and maintenance o f relationships within the extended family. Opinga 
stated that it was his mother who encouraged and motivated him to develop 
relationships with his maternal uncles so that they would do their part in his early 
learning. His grandmother would encourage his mother to motivate him to do good 
things for his uncle, like fetching firewood for him or taking food to him. He said, “If 
I was a child that was good to him by bringing firewood to him, or maybe taking some 
food to him prepared by my mother ... [then] [h]e would be more happy to teach me 
and tell me some o f the things that were sacred about our tribes.” He also told me, 
“It would be our mother or our grandmother would be telling our mother to motivate 
us to do those things. They would be checking with their brothers, especially their 
grand -  [that is,] mothers would be checking with their grand, ah, with our 
grandfather’s brother, their brothers that whether they passed on this to us.” After 
telling me that his father was the one who taught him the practical skills of cutting 
down trees and making canoes he said, “ .. .but the rest o f the other family members 
were involved in something that was more secret about the tribal gods that they 
wanted us to know. If there was [sic] things in the mother’s tribe that I should inherit 
then it was my uncle who passed it on to me. So my uncle would mark a time. He
336 Opinga, 2, 3. Interview by author, about 20 October 2000, tape recording, 
author’s collection.
337 Ibid., 6.
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wouldn’t just say ‘come and learn these things.’ It would all depend on my 
relationship with him.”338
He continued by saying, “So I learned a lot of things from my uncles and my 
grandparents from my mother’s side -  how to relate to people and to our tribe and 
other witchcraft and other things that we need to know and we need to do -  things 
that our clan, young men from our clan, should know and do.”339 His mother would 
also be the one who would then check up to see that the learning was taking place, 
presumably because that would also be an indication that there was harmony and 
acceptance in the relationship. Once these various relationships are established they 
continue to be a source o f motivation for learning, perhaps even the basis for 
continued informal learning of all sorts.
Praise and encouragement seem to be part of the motivation to learn in the 
informal context, at least in Kinua’s situation. He related, when asked if he ever 
received praise for doing a job well, “Yeah, I heard from my father when we carried, 
you know, some wood from the bush, for firewood, for us to use, and we’d done that 
work well and he said ‘Thank you, that’s very good.’ And we used [to do] those 
things like that and it [i.e., his words] really encouraged us. But when we are not 
really in mood of doing things and he tried to get us doing things and we’re a bit lazy,
338 Ibid., 2.
339 Opinga, 4.
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he used to say something -  uh, an idiom -  he says ‘if you don’t work now you will eat 
the scrap o f the bread of that family over there.’ That really put us, boy! (chuckle) 
Something to think about very seriously, and that makes us work too.”340
It is interesting to note that the reward is given in an intangible manner. It is not 
a material reward, at least not in this instance. It seems that rewards were the 
enhancement of relationship, built through words of encouragement. That the positive 
reinforcement came from a respected authority figure is also important. Further, it is 
interesting to note the manner in which warnings were given as discipline. Discipline 
was not given as direct punishment, as we will see below in the Australian-British 
model o f Western-type school system that was introduced during colonial times, but in 
a rational form that caused the person to reflect on the possible outcomes o f behavior. 
It seems that this style o f discipline, at least for Kinua, had truly positive outcomes in 
terms o f changed behavior, because he states “that makes us work too.”
Types o f Incidental Learning
Informal learning can be described by the various types of learning involved. 
These may not be different to other cultures or segregated developmentally; however, 
several kinds o f informal learning surfaced in the interviews. These kinds or types of
340 Kinua, 36.
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informal learning I have termed “affinity learning,” “activity learning,” and “learning 
by listening.”
Affinity Learning
A primary method of learning for Kinua as a child was what could be called 
affinity sharing of information, which almost certainly would have continued 
throughout life although the context for sharing would have changed. During Kinua’s 
childhood he and his playmates learned through doing things together, such as 
building playhouses or toy canoes by imitating on a small scale the larger models 
made by adults. These constructions were made to be practical, that is, to actually be 
used. The houses were big enough that the boys could play in them and the canoes 
were constructed well enough to catch the wind and sail away.341 Although this 
sharing developed primarily the learning of physical and technical skills, it seems that 
the relationship aspect o f the sharing developed interpersonal skills as well.
These interpersonal skills continued into adulthood where affinity became useful 
as an intergenerational learning phenomenon where the relational foundations 
established were used to help the younger generation learn further relational skills. 
Kinua stated,
341 Ibid., 5, 8, 9.
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“For example when I got married, my uncle asked me a few questions: 
“Now you are getting married. [Assume] [Y]ou got married already, you have 
your wife -  how are you going to run your home? Do you know how to run 
your home?” I responded “probably.” After I say that he says, “Okay, I know 
where you are coming from but let me just say these things to you. When you 
become married the tie between you and me is still strong. That means that if  I 
see something that I need to tell you I will still have to tell you. And you will 
decide.”342
Older adults would continue to share, out o f a trusting relationship, with their younger 
counterparts, instructing them on issues o f marriage and other social relationships. 
Together with younger adults the older generation would instruct the generation just 
coming onto the social scene. Kinua affirmed for me that “as long as these people are 
living they still have this kind of relationship with [the younger generation]. And 
when they pass away then it’s now your time. You are ready to pass it on to the next 
generation. So everyone was a teacher of adults then, because of relationship.”343
Opinga, referring specifically to fishing, but broadening it to all skills important 
to village life, related that he needed “to do things at the quality and the standard 
expected by the village.”344 This points more to a communal aspect o f learning in 
which the whole village, through social controls, was involved in the evaluation of 
what a young adult was learning. The quality o f performance was reinforced socially 
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men were present in the “house man”345 while the younger men were being instructed. 
In this way there was continual affirmation and reinforcement for both young and old 
of what was taught. The information was newer to the younger and therefore 
reinforced for them by the older men, but it was even more positively reinforced for 
the older men because they all shared in giving the instruction. Kinua stated that “as 
they sit together they mutually learned” in “the house man where all the men were 
there. They have this learning, these teachings, even instructions about discipline, and 
rituals and how we can act and do things in our society.”346
Activity Learning
Another type o f informal learning was learning through participatory action, 
which I term “activity learning.” My interview research surfaced two facets to activity 
learning. I have categorized these as, first, modeling and imitation, and, second, 
structured play.
345 The transliteration o f the Melanesian Pidgin term “haus man.” Those groups 
who practice separation of men and women use a house constructed for men to gather, 
sleep, and hold discussions, as well as perform ceremonial rituals.
346 Kinua 109-110.
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Modeling and Imitation
One facet o f this type of informal learning— activity learning— was learning 
through modeling and imitation. Kinua emphasized this by telling me, “When I was a 
child the way that we [i.e., our community] taught things and the way that we learned 
is by doing and also by copying what our parents were doing. For example, they build 
a house then we start making little models on the ground which will help us in trying 
to understand what our papas, daddies were doing.”347 When I asked him if these 
models were drawings in the sand or something else, he replied, “Making sticks.
Tying them together and putting them up and making a little house. Then from that 
stage we start to built little huts that looks like a house and then w e.. .used thatch roof 
to cover it and make a little house.”348 Kinua described for me how, later in life, as a 
young man, he would watch and help with the construction of a house proper, learning 
the construction process in depth. I asked Kinua if he thought his elders had any goals 
in having them watch and help. Fie replied by saying,
That’s a very interesting question. Really there must be goals not written 
but like an idea or a vision that they have seen that they would like to make this 
house this way. Right? Previously we don’t have architects and those who draw 
up plans, but we see the picture in our mind and then we start to make it into 
reality by putting up the structure. Now for us when we look at that. Flow are 
we involved into that? We ourselves, you know the big men had to deal with as
347 Ibid., 1.
348 Ibid., 2.
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we were growing up as young boys, we’ll sit here, for example tying up the 
thatch roof going up, building it up, we’ll have one elderly person here, another 
elderly man here, another elderly man here and I would be sitting in the middle 
watching it be put together how they tie the thatch together, because we have to 
tie it in a certain way so we can prevent the wind from blowing it away. When 
they saw us tying it in the wrong way or we tie the wrong knot instead of the 
right knot but we tie it in a clove hitch they would say, “oh, this is not right. Do 
it this way.” All right that’s how.349
So we see that the activity part of learning is accomplished by trial and error, but
perfecting the practice is preceded by observation, verbal instruction,350 and with
correction through demonstration in personalized instruction. This process allows the
learner to get the big picture of what is happening both for the overall project and the
discrete sections of the project. Pre-learning took place when the miniature models
were constructed by imitation, while observation and verbal instruction continued the
process, and activity learning coupled with personalized instruction completed the
learning cycle.
Nambis talked of a similar cycle. When I asked him if it was his mother who 
taught him how to garden, fish, and hunt, or cut down trees or use a bush knife, he 
said,
349 Ibid., 55.
See Strauss & Quinn, 77, quoting D ’Andrade who says, “Looking at cross- 
cultural studies o f socialization, one is struck with both the small amount o f explicit 
step by step instruction and the large amount o f occasional correction that 
characterizes cultural learning all over the world” (Roy G. D ’Andrade, “The Cultural 
Part o f Cognition,” in Cognitive Science 5 (1981): 179-195 [185].
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My mother told me what was right and wrong, but to work in the garden, 
and to go hunting, that was taught by other people. It was just formal,351 it’s a 
living - the way we live. When we go hunting together then we watch people 
and how would we hunt and then we get the idea from that. Most o f it wasn’t by 
teaching. When we would make garden it was just by imitating and looking at 
what people are doing. And then that’s where I begin to learn. Like I said too, 
in the initiation, when somebody was a person who wants to learn, he would be 
able to learn by looking at somebody who was skillful in making garden or was 
skillful in hunting, and he would go with that person going hunting and just 
watching how he would hunt. This was how most of my teaching was. I learned 
through just watching.
Although he says he learned through just watching, he did not achieve the skill by
watching. By watching he gained only an understanding of what was involved in
achieving the outcomes desired. It took activity learning to actually accomplish the
skill. The cycle he describes is one of first learning what is important by seeing what
is done, then moving on to imitation through activity learning. But the desire to learn
also necessitated looking to someone who was skilled and attaching oneself to that
person for learning.
Later in my interview with him, Kinua spoke again of activity learning. He said 
“we did things together with our parents, and that’s where we learned, a more informal 
method o f learning. I mean learning by example, by modeling, and by practice.”353 
Kinua came from a village that turned to Christianity when he was a young child, and
I think he m eans form alized, or routine.
352 Nambis, 26.
353 Kinua, 86.
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he later attended seminary. I knew that the disciples of the Biblical Jesus asked him 
questions as part of their process o f learning. Knowing that Kinua was a teacher of 
Jesus’ ways I felt free to ask him if  the observers o f religious practices in the village 
were also allowed to ask questions o f their instructors just as Jesus’ disciples asked 
him questions. Kinua replied by giving me this example:
Now there may be some freedoms given. (Not then.) Not then [he 
replied]. I could remember well when I [was] first introduced to praying, not 
that I liked to pray, but because o f my father, then when I lived with my uncle, 
my father died long ago, then I lived with my uncle, and he taught me how to 
pray, and he helped me how to make prayer a part of my life, not only teaching 
us, but we watched his life too. He would get up in the middle o f the night and 
pray, some of us could [be] awake and listen to him. He prayed on many things, 
maybe over a couple o f hours. And that’s one thing we learned at the same time 
we see, as he was praying he taught us how to pray. Then we will develop our 
own prayer after that, but the basic, just to how to approach God, he taught us 
those things.354
Here we see from Kinua’s words, “we learned at the same time we see,” that 
demonstration by itself was sometimes sufficient input to enable the learner to perform 
the activity of what was being demonstrated.
When a cultural practice was modeled it was expected that the learner would 
actively carry out what was being observed. Opinga stated this clearly when he said, 
“The priorities were mainly we [sic] learned from our parents, by their modeling and 
by their instructions.. . .We would learn from them and we would see them doing it and 
then copy from them exactly how they were doing it. Specially we were taught how to
354 Ibid., 87.
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make canoes. Our parents would tell us to look at the size of the tree and where to cut 
them, the length o f the tree. We cut them.”355 He continued, saying, “They would 
use, sometimes they would use instructions.. ..They would go by step by 
step... .Instructions would go with the demonstration and they would give us a chance 
to try out certain things.”356 It seems that the rule o f thumb involved in the process of 
learning through activity was to see and hear, then practice, then come and ask any
* 357questions one might have about how to do the project.
Structured Play
Another facet o f activity learning is structured play. Nambis told how in his 
ethnic group certain games taught children how to live within their society:
... [Tjhere are some things in the culture which were done and that was a 
kind of a telling young people not to do that. That’s a kind of a thing 
that tell[s] the people, or tells the lifestyle of the people. An example of 
that is the string, we used to have a string and with that string we made a 
lot o f things, like animals or maybe dogs chasing after the pig or deer or 
something, and then the person just makes something on the string and 
then ask the person, “What is that?” As the young people play that kind 
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out their, it [is] just almost, you know, some, guidance o f how to live in 
that culture.358
Games reinforce the stories which reinforce the lifestyle of the society, so games in 
this instance are a learning tool. Also, as mentioned above, the children and youth of 
Kinua’s ethnic group made canoes and playhouses as a part of their learning 
experience in working with the materials and copying the mental constructs o f their 
society.
Another important aspect of activity learning is that the action taken provides 
proof o f the learning. This was seen above in Opinga’s experience o f making canoes 
and the competition involved in fishing. Kinua attested to this also. When I asked 
him if  they were just expected to hear and understand and repeat back the directions 
for a project or a particular type of behavior he replied, saying, “We didn’t repeat it 
back to them, but the way we keep it, the way that we observe it, that is very important 
to them. When they see that we are following what they have said that means that 
what they have taught us is really sinking deep.”
358 Nambis, 31.
359 Kinua, 14.
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Learning by Listening
Listening, in addition to activity, is another type of informal learning. Listening 
had to be carefully done, and so was developed as a learning skill, as was seen above 
in Opinga’s telling about following directions, even in the detailed step-by-step 
actions for which some situations called. However, this type o f learning, learning by 
listening, is most prominently seen in story-telling. As will be seen later, initiation 
takes listening to a whole new level, but the foundations for initiation listening are laid 
prior to the rigor o f that time.
Nambis stressed that stories were the vehicle that provided the purpose and 
justification for his mother’s teachings about right and wrong. When asked how she 
would prove to him that something she said was really true he gave this answer: “In 
our culture, we have a, most of it was story. The older men would make up a story 
about what happened, and when he was going through the story which was made by 
somebody and they tell us the story, they say, “Listen, this man did this and that,” and 
“that boy did that, don’t do that.” Most o f my behavior was deliberately changed by 
straight Bible telling and story telling.”360 It is interesting that Nambis uses the phrase 
“make up” to identify a characteristic o f the story. He may be referring to known 
myths in his culture or he may be talking about fictional stories, but I assume it is the
360 Nambis, 30.
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former. It is also interesting to note that by this time Christianity had come to his 
people and that he includes the stories from The Bible on the same par as those of his 
culture. Regardless, the point is that the stories contained the corpus o f experience 
that was used as a model to recommend the adoption of what was considered to be 
good behavior and the rejection or avoidance o f that which was considered to be 
morally negative behavior. It is also important to note that it was not just that the 
story was told as a narrative, there were also interjections of admonition to be or not to 
be like a certain individual. Again, later, he said, “Like I said, most o f the teaching 
has been done by stories. Somebody would tell a story about, you know, what 
happened in the past, and so on, and said “don’t follow that example.” .. .And that 
would guide the behavior of the young people.”361
Stories also lay out the pattern for learning a skill together with the motivating 
result o f mastering the skill. When I asked Nambis if there were any heroes in the 
stories he gave me an example o f a hunter story. He said, “In that story, they would 
tell a story about somebody who was a great hunter, and then from that we would 
learn how he started off hunting when he was small and then he developed that skill 
until he became a great hunter. Those were the stories, and then from that story we 
would learn, well, if  I am a great hunt..., I mean, I wish I should be a great hunter, then
361 Ibid., 33, 34.
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we would follow the story which was been told about hunting.” From this example 
we see that stories sometimes functioned to create the desire to become a person of 
renown but also narrated the process o f how to become such a person. Nambis told 
me that the stories were often told as bedtime stories just before going to sleep. He 
said,
They would tell us and you would see older people coming in and all the 
young boys and girls coming in and just sitting around the fire listening to the 
older men or some people who were good at telling stories. Or in my home I 
might tell the story. (Umm) Just listening and going to sleep. And then after 
that we would run and go to sleep. Whenever she363 finishes telling the story, or 
the story teller finishes the story, we would ask him the questions. Just 
questions about how the story went. But again that would create in us [a sense 
of] “if I happen to do this then I would be like that - 1 would be able to do that 
maybe.”3
Opinga told me that his instructors (his relatives) would share stories o f their 
experiences that would bring about in him a desire to emulate the instructor. He said, 
“[T]hey would teach us what it was used for and they would tell us their experiences, 
they would share with us their experiences, and so they, many would motivate us with
o /-c
their experiences, so we would think of becoming like them.” He then gave me an 
example o f what he meant: “Yes, one simple thing that I liked planting bananas. I am
362 Ibid., 38.
363 Earlier in the interview Nambis had indicated that this was his mother.
364 Ibid., 36.
365 Opinga, 37.
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a didiman myself and when I think about this work that I was taught when I was 
planting taro, ah, banana, just dig a hole and put the suckers in and say a word. In my 
language it would go like this: “now you will just call the flying fox367 and call them 
by their name and you just ask them to take his bucket and come and sit on top of your 
banana” and that was just it. But when your banana grows it would get a very big 
bunch of bananas.” When I asked him what the connection was between the 
bananas and the flying fox he laughed and said, “That I do not know very much, but 
the result is that you get a big bunch of bananas! The flying fox are protected by the 
bananas so the flying fox would come and sit in there. And the banana would bear a 
big bunch. And, in fact, it happens. (No kidding.) No kidding [he replied]. And I’ve 
seen it and every time my father in our garden we would have the biggest bananas.
But the others even the neighbors who share the same land and plant bananas -  theirs 
would be normal. Some would be small.”369
366 A Melanesian Pidgin term meaning “agriculturalist.”
367 “Flying fox” is a colloquial term for a species of fruit bat.
368 Ibid., 38.
369 Ibid., 39, 40. This incident, even though its results belong to only one family, 
shows the motivation a learner takes from an instructor and is indicative o f the way 
people interacted with the world around them to control it for their own benefit. The 
knowledge was private, the process was cultural.
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Summary: Incidental Learning— Setting the Initial Cultural Context
Several outcomes,370 whether intentional or not, became apparent from this 
interview material on incidental learning, which I defined in Chapter 1 as learning 
which takes place spontaneously or as a result of some activity in which the learning 
in not the major focus, whether or not the instruction or learning becomes intentional 
within this activity. The first outcome of incidental learning was the development of 
relationship skills which provide access to knowledge. Access depended on having a 
good relationship with those who had the capacity and responsibility to pass on 
knowledge. This pattern worked in favor of both the learner and the provider, as the 
development o f a good relationship not only opened the door for learning; relationship 
enhancement was also the reward for learning. Relationship included praise and 
encouragement from a respected authority figure. Mistakes were corrected by 
verbally pointing out the undesirable results o f poor performance or behavior, that is, 
apprising the learner o f the consequences if  a job was not done right or life was not 
lived in an appropriate manner. The development of life skills was a second major 
outcome o f incidental learning, with quality control standards set by commonly held 
community values and expectations. Character development was a third outcome for
370 I’m using the term “outcomes” for this learning setting although I use the 
term “purpose” in the summaries o f the learning settings which follow. This is because 
incidental learning processes do not seem to be as consciously thought through by 
members o f a society in terms o f a strategy for that society, but seem to be embedded 
in the more habitual cultural ways of doing things.
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incidental learning through the learning and practice of what was right as opposed to 
what was wrong behavior. It is possible that character development was viewed by 
my informants as a subset of life skills, but it received enough emphasis to be 
mentioned separately. To summarize, the outcomes of incidental learning seemed to 
be for general socialization issues that were considered foundational to life and 
without which the community could not survive.
The methods of incidental learning included affinity learning, activity learning, 
and listening learning, as well as learner-initiated, -motivated, and -directed learning, 
and ad hoc learning that occurred randomly and not as a part o f any organized activity. 
These have been discussed at some length above, but it is helpful to point out here that 
listening learning, a method used mainly in character and skills development, took 
place primarily via the medium of story communication as opposed to lecture 
communication.
The cognitive/affective motivational context for incidental learning could be 
described as “person-oriented” toward general knowledge, that is; basic and 
fundamental personal and social understandings and skills are learned in the context of 
relationships rather than by a more abstract method such as reading out o f a book. As 
seen above, this learning took place where there were strong personal relationships 
with key persons in the learner’s life. Incidental learning, no matter where it took 
place in the learner’s life routines, seems to have had a highly positive motivational 
effect on the learner. As illustrated above, relationship took priority over efficiency. 
One example o f this was the example Kinua gave about helping with house
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construction as an untrained person. His elders sat on both sides o f him watching
37 1while they themselves worked, and guided him when he experienced difficulty.
372Nambis spoke in a similar vein when talking about learning to garden or hunt.
These illustrations show that someone who was motivated to learn was never thought 
to be an impediment to progress because of lack o f skill or understanding. Instead, 
they received the help they needed in order to continue functioning toward the 
completion o f the task at hand. They were not pushed out of the way, but patiently 
shown how to move forward with the task until the skill to do it well was mastered.
Drawing this summary together, we have seen from the above descriptions that 
informal, or incidental, learning took place in a context of strong personal alliances 
with key relationships in the learner’s life, usually that o f relatives. This type of 
learning appears to have had a positive and highly motivational effect on the learner, 
no matter in what form the learning took place. The central key factor seems to be 
that o f relationship rather than efficiency.373 This can be seen in the examples where 
incidental learning took place in the context of the work being done. Even though the 
priority may have been to get a house constructed, for example, the work was never so
371 Kinua, 55.
372 Nambis, 26.
373 Parker J. Palmer, To Know As We Are Known: Education as a Spiritual 
Journey (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1993 with new introduction to the 1983 
edition).
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urgent that there was not time for pausing to instruct or correct someone who was 
motivated to learn and who showed this motivation through active participation in 
project at hand.
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CHAPTER 4
INITIATION LEARNING: THE TRADITIONAL FORMAL CONTEXT
Introduction
Earlier, in the literature review on initiation above, I noted that not all societies 
practice initiation, which constitutes a formal context for learning. As a consequence, 
it was to be expected that not all my informants would have experience of initiation. 
Initiation was not practiced by Opinga’s ethnic group.374 Timingir’s people did not 
practice initiation as it is normally defined, but had a system of bachelor cults in which 
specialized training took place.375 Filiana’s people had initiation for the firstborn 
child, but I was not able to discuss it with him, although he did tell me that his sister 
had gone through initiation. He said, “I haven’t seen the tribal things, but we do 
initiations for our firstborns. So my sister did go through initiation. And usually it’s 
the uncles who do that. The main idea there in initiation is that she is now [an] adult 
member o f the community. So the uncles are giving her presents, they give her 
different decorations that she can be part o f the, you know, dancing and celebrations
374 Email communication, May 6, 2005.
375 Herdt, Rituals, 4.
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and everything. So it’s like initiation into adulthood.”376 Sangape’s people 
discontinued initiation in the 1970s, but he still had a very good grasp of what had 
taken place in their rites.377 Kinua’s people practiced initiation only for those who 
were to be tribal leaders. He said, “To us, initiation, understanding o f initiation, means 
preparation for leadership of the tribe.”378 Dilindiwi’s people had also stopped the 
practice o f initiation, but he had two village men with him at the interview who 
understood all of their group’s initiation practices. One was an elderly man, and the 
other just entering his later years. As mentioned earlier, Dilindiwi translated my 
questions into his language for the two men and then discussed their answers with 
them before translating the thinking o f the three o f them out o f their language into 
Melanesian Pidgin which I could understand. Nambis completed the first o f two 
stages o f the initiation given by his elders. I have supplemented my initiation 
interview data with the review of the five ethnographic accounts given above, and it 
will be seen that the information I obtained in my interviews is fairly consistent with 
these ethnographic accounts. It will be from both the interviews and the 
ethnographies, then, that I draw my analysis of initiation as the formal context for 
learning. It will be seen that there are parallels between initiation and the introduced
376 Filiana, 56. Interview by author, 25 November 2000, tape recording, author’s 
collection.
377 Sangape, personal communication, 10 March 2004.
378 Kinua, 89.
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British style o f formal Western schooling which will contrast with the more natural 
style o f informal learning received in childhood.
Sangape told me that their initiation was discontinued because of the coming of 
Christianity and because of the advent o f the Western schooling system. He said, 
“tribal initiation and worship practices changed to Christianity and church going; 
having man house story telling, and important teaching and decisions making has 
changed to young children going to school and sit [sitting] in the formal setting giving 
their attention to one expert [a school teacher] instead of observing one and doing it 
together in the group learning.”379 Nambis said much the same. When I asked him if 
initiation was still being practiced he said, “ .. .1 was the last one in the clan, in the
• 380tribe, to go through the initiation... .That was the end. And there is no initiation.” 
When I asked him why it was discontinued, he replied, “Ah, because I was one of
• 3 8 1those who was converted in my tribe. And then I was able to say “no” to initiation.” 
When I asked him if anything had taken the place o f initiation, he said, “Culturally, 
there is, ahh, we are trying to bring back what, how we could try to take the place, but 
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382education. Yes, but there is no initiation, I mean, culturally there is nothing.”
Contact with Western civilization brought changes to traditional culture. The British 
Western educational patterns, which will be highlighted below in terms o f my 
informants’ experiences, left an impact on my informants that affected their own 
teaching philosophy and patterns in later life. This, too, will be examined, but here 
Nambis’ comment that “culturally there is nothing” shows that in part, at least, there 
were some negative effects attributed to the loss of initiation.
The Structure o f Initiation
Several areas o f discussion arose in the interviews regarding the structure of 
initiation. These include the age for receiving initiation, the regularity and frequency 
o f initiation, and the intended outcomes of initiation.
Age Range
The age for initiating youth in Dilindiwi’s ethnic group was anywhere from age 
ten to fifteen. Jason, an elder of this group, said, when I asked what the age was for 
starting initiation, “ten, na twelev, na fiftin”383 (ten, and twelve, and fifteen), but later I
382 Nambis, 81.
383 Dilindiwi, 10.
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was told that if  the youth did not pass the tests that he would have to repeat the
• • • 1 0 4initiation schooling. Nambis stated that the ages for the two stages o f initiation that 
his people practiced were around twelve years old for the first stage, but anywhere 
from nine to fourteen. For the second stage the average would be about nineteen or 
twenty, but could range anywhere from sixteen to twenty-four.385
Regularity and Frequency
Several o f my informants either did not practice initiation in their ethnic group 
or did not discuss this aspect o f initiation with me. Nambis told me, as stated just 
above, that initiation in his ethnic group had two stages. These stages were run 
concurrently with each other approximately every three years.386 Sangape said that his 
ethnic group’s initiation “took place annually over a period o f several years in the late 
1960’s and early 1970’s before being discontinued.”387 Kinua’s ethnic group, as 
mentioned above, only initiated those who were to be leaders among their people. We 
did not discuss issues of regularity or frequency, but it is clear that preparations would
384 Dilindiwi, 12.
385 N am bis, 2 , 3, 22-24.
386 Nambis, 14, 15.
387 Sangape, 1.
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have to be made for the replacement of key positions where only one leader, such as a 
priest or chief, held a position. Kinua’s special situation is discussed further below.
Dilindiwi’s ethnic group depended on the availability of an abundant food 
supply to run and complete their initiation process, stating, “When they are ready to 
“work” initiation they will look at their gardens. Gardens o f sweet potato and taro and 
yams, and chickens and pigs. And [when] all this kind of food is seen to be
388 •completely ready then you will see the men go in [to the ceremonial house].” This
389initiation process lasted from just before puberty to roughly 20 years o f age or over. 
Once this group had been examined to see if  they passed the tests for receiving the full 
mark o f initiation, the piercing o f the nose, a big feast was held in celebration of the 
success o f those who passed the tests. Dilindiwi told me, “As I said before, the food 
and pigs and everything, yams and bananas, had to be seen to be plentiful and ready 
first. Okay, then comes the time for the celebration.... The initiates who were seen to 
be successful make the trainers very happy and they want to make these initiates 
happy so they will kill pigs, not just a few. Many of them! And the food will be in 
abundance. There will be plenty to overflowing.... And they will make a big feast to 
celebrate that these initiates have become men now.”390
3 8 8  £
389 Dilindiwi, 10.
390 Dilindiwi, 12, 13.
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From these few samplings it can be seen that initiation did not follow any set 
pattern across the various ethnic groups represented by my informants as far as issues 
o f timing were concerned. This was also found to be true in the groups discussed in 
the literature review chapter above. It appears that those groups holding to a 
generalized pattern o f training and socialization, called initiation by anthropologists, 
developed their own frequency pattern to suit their group’s needs. What seems to be 
generally consistent for my informants is that initiation processes began before or at 
puberty and generally continued until those responsible for conducting the initiation 
process were satisfied that the initiates were properly prepared. However, as was seen 
in the literature review, some ethnic groups continue the same patterns well into 
adulthood, or even to old age, as with the Ilahita Arapesh.
Intentional Outcomes
Each of my informants who were familiar with their ethnic group’s initiation 
process recognized that the process was a means to an end rather than an end in itself. 
This was not just education for education’s sake. Even the specialized training 
received in the ethnic group to which Kinua belonged was designed to produce
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leaders. As he said in the quote given above, initiation “means preparation for 
leadership o f the tribe.”391
My other informants groups had broader purposes, however. Dilindiwi’s people 
wanted to produce young men who would be steadfast and hard-working members of 
their society. He said, “After the initiation [teaching and training] the strong men, that 
is, men with experience, will be watching, watching to see all these young men [who 
have completed their schooling]. Two or three or five or so will have completed their 
schooling at the same time. They will be watched. That is, [watched] for shooting the 
spear or how they make things. The way they watch is to see their strength. So the 
reason for initiation is the desire to see strong men.” Dilindiwi then enumerated 
more specifically the skills to be accomplished. He stated,
The experienced men will know who has ability393 and who does not. That 
is, they will watch to see who can shoot the spear, who can construct a fence, 
and who can, you know, climb a tree and cut a new garden, and who can 
construct a house. And [if] he can do it quickly, ah, he is one who has learned 
well. So this person will not repeat the initiation [schooling]. However, others, 
whoever is not able to construct a house well, whoever is not able to climb a tree 
properly, whoever is not able to shoot and kill various animals, okay, they will 
wait, wait for another initiation group, a new group. When this new group is 
started, then they will take these men also because they were not successful in 
performing the required actions. So they will take them and put them inside
391 Kinua, 89.
392 Dilindiwi, 11.
The word translated “ability” literally means “strength.”
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
226
together with the others, and initiate them (again), like piercing their noses
• 394again.
Dilindiwi was not specific about when the nose piercing took place. He did, however, 
state clearly that it is associated with initiation when he said earlier “ .. .during the time 
o f initiation, or nose piercing, when he is still young, his parents, uhh, his father will
"5Q C
give him talks, stories, on and on until he reaches the mark of true initiation...” 
Certainly, though, because Dilindiwi says “like piercing their noses again,” it can be 
said that the nose piercing was a metaphor for the whole process. For Dilindiwi’s 
ethnic group initiation was designed to prepare youth in a number o f essential skill 
areas that would ensure their success in the everyday life of the village with the ability 
to provide food, shelter, and protection.
Nambis expands this required knowledge base even further. He said,
When the older men wanted to pass on the teaching which they have been 
teaching, and this is from, ah, - you know, you teach people from generation to 
generation - and the young people have to get that teaching. The older men have 
to get the teaching across to young people and they have to have some kind of a 
program that will make that, ah, it was very serious, and, ah, so, ah, we really 
have to be quiet and sit down and make sure everybody get the teaching. If 
somebody was not getting the teaching he would be someone in the future who 
would not do the right thing. So make sure the person, I mean those youths who 
have been going through initiation, have to get the teaching properly. If they did 
not get the teaching across, their life would be not in a good condition. It would 
be almost like there would be some kind of a curse upon them if  they do not get 
the teaching and there are a lot of things behind. That means if they don’t get 
the teaching properly, that, maybe, that person is going to be rich in yams or 
maybe that person is going to be, if  they would, through the teaching they would
394 Dilindiwi, 12.
395 Dilindiwi, 1.
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also prophesy, or some kind o f prophecy that, oh, this person is going to be like 
this because he has already got the teaching, the teaching that the older men 
have passed on. There are a lot o f teaching has been done, most o f it was the 
tribal groups, where we have come from. Some o f it was how you must live, 
when you die, or when you are married, when you want to get married from 
which clan or which family you would be able to get married from. And make 
sure each person gets that right teaching, so when he grows up he’s got 
education, he has the idea of what to do when he’s mature, when he’s grown 
up.396
Nambis mentions the importance of growing vegetables such as yams and even 
becoming materially wealthy as a result, but points out that without the moral compass 
that initiation teaching provided it would seem “almost like there would be some kind 
of a curse upon them” and their life would not be successful. Later he returned to this 
theme and said that without initiation instruction regarding the land stories and 
boundaries “ .. .they can be able to tell the liar’s stories and try to claim another 
person’s land.”397 It would be easy for a liar to replace the truth with a false story 
when the true stories were not known through initiation.
Sangape gave me a full list o f reasons why initiation was held in his tribe. His 
reasons were: First, “to have the youth learn all that he needs to know around him for 
good and using life in the tribe and in the [our] society as whole.” Second, his elders 
“wanted to teach the youth by telling stories and discussions during the initiation 
period the ways they can be come good public speakers, make good discussions and
396 Nambis, 1.
397 Nambis, 80.
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learn all the cultural values, [that is,] the land boundaries, good hunting grounds, trade 
and exchange goods and services, care and respect for the nature.” Third, initiation 
was held in order to “observed [sic] and learn skills o f survival -  making bow and 
arrows, making new garden, building new house, raise animals, cultivate land and 
etc.” Fourth, initiation was the place young men learned to “plan feasts; conduct 
peace and good relationships with others,” and lastly, to learn to “plan and conduct 
trade within the clan and outside o f the community.”398 Sangape presents a 
comprehensive purpose for initiation that covers almost all areas of village living and 
welfare. Quite likely the other initiations included these components as well, but were 
not mentioned in the interviews because my questions were not specific enough to 
probe all the issues. Sangape was the best informed of my interviewees on the subject 
o f initiation probably because he had more time to think about my questions399 and 
also because he was my oldest informant and therefore had the most experience of 
initiation.
Through the intentional outcomes of initiation the instructional content, and 
perhaps also the process, took on meaning that was vital to the welfare o f the initiates. 
In all cases noted above, the initiates emerged from the process equipped with new 
knowledge and skills that would stand them in good stead as they made their way
398 Sangape, personal communication, 10 March 2004.
399 I lost the tape recording of my extensive interview with Sangape, so he 
graciously provided me a substitute summary of the interview questions by email.
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through life in the social setting into which they were born. Initiation perhaps did not 
fully prepare them for the changes that came with colonization, but each was a 
satisfactory answer to the specific needs o f that society.
The Importance o f Initiation
After telling me that the demise of initiation in his ethnic group was causing 
social problems and had left a big knowledge gap in the younger generation, Nambis 
told me that the only way problems could now be solved was for those seeking 
answers to hunt up older people who had knowledge about the issue at hand and get 
advice from them. Then he said, “People like me, and others who have gone through 
the initiation, might be the last ones to advise those younger men what to do.”400 It 
seems that the information normally transferred during initiation is valid for all who 
hear it, even outside the context o f the initiation process, but only the initiated have 
validity in passing it on. The formalization o f certain knowledge may give to it a 
special status or value in the eyes of Melanesians and in this form it is somehow 
authoritatively embedded into those who are the initiated.401 It seems also that 
because initiation gave a group, rather than just one individual, a comprehensive
400 Nambis, 84.
401 Compare this to the Western practice of conferring a degree upon graduation 
from an educational institution. The degree is the recognition that the knowledge is 
authoritative because it is bestowed by a higher and recognized authority. Initiation 
becomes the formal mark that a person has received true knowledge and thus is able to 
speak authoritatively.
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cognitive picture of all that was intertwined together in the social structure and history, 
the corpus o f knowledge, being known again by a new cohort grouping, was thus 
verifiable and sustained into the next generation. Without a new cohort grouping, 
because o f the termination of initiation, the knowledge base dwindled to fewer and 
fewer persons. These initiated persons presumably could give advice only because 
they had been through the formal process of initiation which coupled the status of 
character development with the status o f having received the correct teaching. What 
Nambis is saying is that there is only one place to establish the knowledge base, and 
that is when the new generation is collectively gathered together to get the teaching all 
at once.
The Instructional Methods o f Initiation
My research found two major instructional methods in initiation. These were, 
first, separation from the normal environment, and, second, intentional instruction 
seen in the use o f lecture, figurative speech, and role play.
Separation
It seems to be generally true in most initiation processes that the initiate is 
removed or separated at least some of the time during the period o f initiation from the 
environment with which the initiate is familiar and placed into an environment in 
which there are none of the previously known social supports. Separation, as noted
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above in the discussion on Turner and the discussion in the literature review, is one of 
the central features of initiation.
Filiana acknowledged that his literacy training program emulated the extraction 
that takes place in initiation by removing the initiate from the normal stream of life.
He told me, “A good thing, I think, about it (the getting away from the village for 
training) is, is the mentality, you know, that they are going for a purpose away from 
the village. So there’s no disturbances. They concentrate on four weeks learning and 
then come back.”402 When asked if this was like initiation he said, “I would think 
so.”403
The initiation group in which Nambis was a participant only stayed in seclusion 
out in the jungle the last night of the process. He said, however, “ .. .in other parts, 
they did it, what happened in other parts o f [my particular] Province others went into 
initiation with men almost like one month, but for me in our area, in my place, we 
would only go for one night with the men and then come out.”404 He also indicated 
that it was not always this way: “before, then it was quite a lo-o-o-ng time. That 
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of yams, and initiation they would do, they would take them long time.”405 
Presumably then, in previous times because the initiation ceremony was much longer, 
so also was the period o f seclusion. He indicated that the time was shortened now 
because pederasty was no longer practiced 406
It seems apparent from the interview data, both above and that which follows, 
and the earlier literature review, that the purpose o f such separation and, in some 
cases, isolation from the normal flow of social relationships, particularly that of the 
opposite gender, was, first of all, to avoid the distractions o f village life and allow the 
initiate to concentrate, but it also had the deeper purpose of separating the initiate from 
everything in his life up to that time. This purpose points to a transformation of the 
individual that is more than just cognitive but has to do with role and social standing 
as well.
Initiation rites, because o f their social implications, remove the initiate from the 
social setting for the period o f transition and training for transformation. I call this an 
extraction model of training, whereby the learner is extracted out of or removed from 
the normal social supports and placed in a setting conducive to responding to new 
stimuli. Some modem educational and training programs such as National High 
Schools, the universities, and some vocational schools follow the extraction aspect of
405 Nambis, 72.
406 Nambis, 73. Pederasty was practiced in a number of societies in Papua New 
Guinea, usually because of the belief that the “milk” thus given to the initiate would 
stimulate physical growth. Refer to the literature review above.
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initiation where the student stays far from the village social support system, living and 
depending on the support system of the institution being attended and living in 
dormitory-type housing. The advantages for this model in the Papua New Guinea of 
today are that it may be less expensive depending on the type, intensity, and length of 
training, there is less disturbance to learning, the new setting enhances the psychology 
of purpose for learning, and there is an elevated status for the learner through a 
perhaps new but certainly a more important role in society. This elevation o f role 
comes about both by the fact o f having been away for the training (which makes it 
special) and also by the demonstration o f the new knowledge when it is put into 
practice. Not only is extraction efficient, it also effects a personal change that 
probably could not be achieved in another manner.
Intentional Instruction
The period of initiation, for those ethnic groups who practice it, stands in sharp 
contrast to the informal learning that precedes it. During this period all teaching and 
training is intentional. Initiation is formal learning because it takes on a more 
institutionalized nature by being required and by taking place in a designated area, 
thus distinguishing it from informal learning which, as noted earlier, takes place 
anywhere throughout everyday life experience and is largely dependent upon the 
learner’s motivation. Several methods of instruction will be described here that were 
intentionally used during initiation. However, it will be helpful to first review pre­
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
234
initiation learning both to provide a better contrast and also to see how pre-initiation 
learning methods are foundational and also incorporated in formalized learning 
processes.
A novice newly entering initiation brings an experience o f informal learning to 
the initiation process. This first experience of initiation retains a line o f continuity 
with previous experience through the learning skills that have been partially mastered 
prior to initiation. Pre-initiation learning methods were primarily those o f observation 
and imitation. In many societies these were accepted as a routine part of life. This 
was just how one learned. Nambis said, “it’s a living - the way we live. When we go 
hunting together then we watch people and how would we hunt and then we get the 
idea from that.”407 Processes of observation and imitation remain as foundational to 
the learning process in initiation. This same informant stated, “Like I said too, in the 
initiation, when somebody was a person who wants to leam, he would be able to learn 
by looking at somebody....”
However, discontinuity between previous learning experience and initiation 
learning is also readily discernible. In contrast to observation and imitation was the 
use of listening to verbal instruction as a method of learning in initiation. Nambis 
stated about learning prior to initiation: “Most of it (learning skills o f gardening,
407 Nambis, 26.
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hunting, etc.) wasn’t by teaching.”408 However, verbal instruction was used in 
initiation as a primary tool for transmission o f knowledge, as will be seen below.
Lecture
The first type of intentional instruction I will discuss is the lecture method. 
Lecture, as a method o f formal and extended intentional teaching, seems to have been 
limited to the period of initiation. Dilindiwi stated that “Okay, inside the ceremonial 
house an elder man will give a speech. He will give a lecture, a strong lecture, you 
know, about fighting, about fighting, and building a house, making gardens, and 
watching to see how and where the enemy will come -  all this he will give me in a 
lecture.”409
Nambis had much the same kind o f comment. When comparing a college
retreat he had attended to the initiation teaching in his ethnic group, he said,
[T]he way the program was running was just almost like what it was in the 
initiation when I went through. Especially in the teaching program. When the 
older men wanted to pass on the teaching which they have been teaching 
[taught], and this is from, ah, -you know, you teach people from generation to 
generation -  and the young people have to get that teaching. The older men 
have to get the teaching across to young people and they have to have some kind 
o f a program that will make that, ah, it was very serious, and, ah, so, ah, we
408 Ibid.
409 Dilindiwi, 16.
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really have to be quiet and sit down and make sure everybody get the
teaching.410
My observation is that there are at least two aspects to the shift from informal to 
formal, or non-directive to directive, learning methods in initiation. First, the onus of 
responsibility for learning moves away from the novice to the elder. Verbal 
instruction in initiation uses the specific method of lecture. Lecture is a one-way 
method whereby the knower imparts through verbal means the knowledge that is to be 
transmitted. It appears that the primary motivation for using this method, especially 
when there is a distinct authority-subordinate relationship involved, is to achieve the 
goal o f transmission regardless o f the motivation or desire of the subordinate to leam. 
This may be why so many adjunct methods, such as harsh discipline, accompany the 
use o f lecture. Second, and this point follows from the first, this may be because those 
things being taught in initiation, with the exception of Dilindiwi’s ethnic group, are 
not o f the same practical value to life in the minds of the initiates as what is learned 
incidentally (informally) through observation and imitation. Although vitally 
important to the continuance o f the cultural ethos, at least in the minds o f the elders, 
they are not immediate life-and-death matters to the initiates at the point of learning; 
that is, these matters are not concerned with making a living, or the more pressing 
lower levels of Maslow’s hierarchy o f needs.411
410 Nambis, 1.
411 Abraham H. Maslow, Motivation and Personality, 3d ed. (New York: 
Addison Wesley Longman, Inc, 1970), 56-7. His hierarchy o f needs, in terms of
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Figurative Speech
The second type o f intentional instruction is the use of figurative speech. The 
type o f thinking required in initiation is another facet of learning that contrasts with 
the period o f life prior to initiation. It may be that all societies around the world view 
the ability to handle knowledge in new ways as a mark of maturity and adulthood. In 
this way initiation is seen to be a part o f the process o f training which expects an 
increase in skill in dealing with communication and thought processes that childhood 
is not capable o f handling adequately. During initiation there is an introduction to 
figurative speech and the accompanying skill development in the interpretation o f such 
speech. For example, Nambis, referring to the two stages o f initiation in his society, 
stated that figures of speech were stated directly during the first stage o f initiation and 
taken as if  they were literal, but they were confusing because no meanings were given 
until the second stage of initiation. He stated, “When I went through the first one [the 
first stage of initiation], they only explain to us what it meant.” When asked if this 
explanation o f “what was meant” was the plain or surface meaning, he said “Yes, but 
second time you would know what it [really] means. If somebody was to shoot a 
cassowary, the people would say ‘it’s a yam’ but it’s not a yam, they’re talking about a
diminishing strength when a choice must be made, are physiological, safety, love, 
esteem, and idiosyncratic (also known as the self-actualization need). See also his 
second book, Toward a Psychology o f  Being, 2d ed. (Princeton, New Jersey: D. Van 
Nostrand Co., Inc., 1968).
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cassowary. The second time, the people talk about something, you would know what 
they are talking about.”412
The idea o f figurative speech or abstraction can be seen also in the use of 
artifacts, such as the bull-roarer, as symbols, and the use of myth as ways of 
explaining very difficult concepts and ideas which cannot be taught in plain language. 
Although Nambis did not tell me how he learned the meaning of a bull-roarer, he said, 
“Have you heard the bull-roarers and the playing flutes...? [T]haf s the voice o f the 
spirit. And that’s your ancestor.”413 A certain level of abstraction is necessary in 
order to deal with these ideas. Initiation takes the person through a process that allows 
the development of skill in handling more abstract forms of speech.
Role Play
Role play is another method used intentionally to teach during initiation. 
Timingir gave me my only example o f this during initiation, but his account is 
compelling in terms of instructional methods. He told the story of how his people in 
the Highlands o f Papua New Guinea would use shameful talk about a woman through 
the use o f deception followed by a role play that would bring about a desired 
psychological and behavioral response in the initiates. He said,
412 Nambis, 44.
413 Nambis, 69.
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Before this [the role play] the novices get only good talk. This shameful 
talk about a sister’s physiological parts and things acts as a test. It happens like 
this: The teacher takes his national high level students [initiates] at deep night to 
the house man. The roads to the house man have been blocked by thistles, 
thorns, stones, etc. The students get scratched and shout out, ask “where is the 
road,” etc. Inside the house are the geologist [genealogist] and professors who 
ask by calling out roughly “who are you,” “there is no space here,” “why did 
you come,” etc. The teacher will say “mi kam,” [“I’m coming”] using his own 
name. He will be sworn at by those in the house who use really bad language. 
The students will become really ashamed because it is the first time they have 
heard such speech. This is to prepare the student for the “acting meri” [a man 
dressed as a woman] who will come inside, so that the student will reject “her.” 
Once inside the man house the students are subjected to the last test -  that o f a 
man dressed up as a beautiful girl who wants to marry the student.414
When I asked if it was the teacher’s sister who was being talked about he said, 
“Yes, his unmarried sister or another unmarried girl who is close to him.”415 When I 
asked him to describe the test where the man dresses up as a girl, he answered saying 
that the man is “An unmarried man who has already finished this test. These young 
men are not really concerned about marriage at this stage — they are more interested in 
getting more schooling. Also the “tambus” [prohibitions] about marriage “mekim ol i 
surik long marit” [make them strongly avoid marriage].”416 When I asked him what 
this man did and said, he gave me this answer: “This drama comes in deep night. The
414 Tim ingir, interview  by author, 9 O ctober 2000. Translation by author.
415 Ibid.
4,6 Ibid.
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drama man does his thing on the veranda. He tries to push himself onto the young 
men in a sexual way. For more details I will have to ask the old men.”417
This account is significant in that deception is used in order to make something 
go seemingly wrong so that the role play involving verbal abuse and sexually explicit 
language which comes as a result will put the initiates into a state o f shock and prepare 
them for the second episode of role-acting learning that will take place later that night.
• 418Up to this point the initiates have no experience with this kind of language.
Timingir implies, by saying “so that the student will reject “her,” ” that the second 
instance o f play-acting is done in either such an aggressive or perhaps seductive way 
that the initiate experiences revulsion, forswears getting married or participating in 
sexual liaisons with the opposite gender, and makes a commitment to follow the 
imposed taboos.
Ordeals
Ordeals are hardships, very often in the extreme, that novices must endure in 
order to successfully complete the process o f initiation. Usually this is a group
417 Ibid.
418 The cultural lore surrounding sexuality is quite complex and not a part o f this 
discussion. For more information on general concepts, dangers, and illnesses 
associated with sexuality in this ethnic group see Stephen Frankl, The Hull Response 
to Illness, London: Cambridge University Press (1986: 97-123).
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experience. My informants described three major areas of ordeal that were enforced 
during the time of initiation -  beatings, sleep deprivation, and the forbidding of 
laughter.
Pain
The first kind of ordeal was the pain of being beaten. This was usually 
accomplished with some instrument, normally a length of cane or a stick, but also with 
stinging nettles, as seen in the literature review above. The ordeal could be strict, even 
when the activity was something as simple as listening. Nambis tells o f his experience 
with beatings: “Any person that may be last, or do not act the right way when the 
story tellers were telling us the story, they would be beaten. The person would be 
beaten, and everybody receives the stick.. .They would beat us badly.”419 At another 
point he stated, “It was a beating with a cane or a stick. And then you will see every 
person line up. One old man will be able to just beat everybody, and you would see 
the person would get sore enough. Once it gets into the body then you will see.. ..”42() 
He says also that part of the ordeal was just to listen without interruption or 
questions. He relates, “Most of the teaching which was being done and which they
419 Nambis, 58.
420 Nambis, 59.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
242
taught me was older men speaking to me and I wouldn’t ask the question. I would just 
be able to -  we were just allowed to sit down and listen and listen.”421
Ordeal by punishment in initiation is a major discontinuity with earlier 
experience. It is important to point out, as noted in the literature review above, that 
children and youths, up to the time o f initiation as the case may be in any given 
culture, are allowed to live a carefree life. Discipline is generally not enforced on the 
uninitiated and certainly not in any consistent or regular manner.
Beatings were used as punishment for not listening or for falling asleep or for 
inappropriate behavior while the initiator was giving the teaching. In my interview 
with Dilindiwi, I asked the elders through him if they ever gave forceful talk during 
the initiation teaching. One of the elder’s comments was translated by Dilindiwi into 
Tok Pisin, who said,
He said, “This is strong talk.” Here is what he said, “If I was a child I 
could not talk or look around at all. If I did, the man who was speaking would 
take a piece o f lighted firewood and he would hit me. He would hit me and say, 
“What are you doing? You get up! You keep looking at me and I will do the 
talking to you!” This is the kind o f corrective action the man teaching would 
take. The initiate is not allowed to let his eyes wander around. He has to sit 
there with full attention focused on the face o f the person giving the instruction. 
His mouth must receive whatever the instructor says. The initiate must do this. 
If he does something else and this makes the instructor annoyed or dissatisfied 
or unhappy, the instructor will take a stick and hit him so many times without 
counting. He will take the stick and beat the initiate.”422
421 Nambis, 58.
422 Dilindiwi, 19.
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It can be assumed that in these cases the discipline was given to emphasize to the 
initiate that the content being delivered was important and nothing should interfere 
with its reception. However, this punishment also served to emphasize the importance 
o f the role o f the elders to the initiates. They were the keepers of the culture, and as 
such should have the respect of the initiates who were now being introduced to the 
essential values that they would live by from that time onward. The elders lived by 
the values they were teaching the initiates, and the initiates must know that those who 
lived by these values were to be respected. Thus, this type of discipline was believed 
to contribute to character growth.
However, in other cases beatings were given just to harden or strengthen the 
initiate. As Nambis stated above, “It was a beating with a cane or a stick. And then 
you will see every person line up. One old man will be able to just beat 
everybody.” The ability to endure pain was a quality needed in many Papua New 
Guinea cultures, particularly for warfare.424 Before the coming of the civil authority 
imposed by colonialism, tribal fighting, using bow and arrows, axes and spears, was 
endemic to the highlands and found also in some other areas o f Papua New Guinea,
423 Nambis, 59.
424 Dilindiwi alludes to this when he talks about the initiate “fighting back” 
during his initiation training (10) and how to know when the enemy is coming and 
how to fight (16). There were no direct references in the interviews to enduring pain in 
order to be prepared for warfare, but, from my general experience from various parts 
o f Papua New Guinea, this is so obvious that it is taken for granted.
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and even twenty years after independence in some areas of the country inter-tribal 
fighting was a common occurrence.425 A man is called upon to protect his family and 
village with his life. In addition, everyday life was hard, and the initiate would need 
the ability to endure pain in house building, in garden preparation, and in hunting.
Forbidding o f Laughter
A second type of ordeal was the forbidding of laughter, even when the initiate 
was under provocation to laugh. Nambis tells of deliberate provocation through funny 
stories: “What happened was that when we were initiated the first half o f the initiation 
was that, ahh, they would make fun or try to make us laugh or tell us the stories. That 
is the first time. And every time we are just sitting down, every day we are sitting 
down watching.. .these people are making fun -  somebody who laughs he would be 
beaten.. .Even they tell a funny story the others [i.e., non-initiates] can, you know, 
laugh and what, but you are not allowed to laugh. And if I was to laugh, they would 
beat me.”426 This ordeal taught the initiate to exercise self-control, and encouraged the 
ability to refrain from expressing feeling outwardly, regardless of what one might be 
feeling inside. On many occasions adult men face situations that call for the
425 Domey, 18; personal experience.
426 Nambis, 69.
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appearance o f a calm, even stoical, appearance, so the elders try to develop this trait in 
the novices during initiation.
Sleep Deprivation
The third type o f ordeal was sleep deprivation. Cultural stories would be told 
long into the night and sometimes right through the night. The initiates were required 
to give the same level of attention that they would have given if they were not tired. 
Nambis relates that sometimes it was difficult to keep concentrating on the lectures but 
sleep was not allowed. When asked if  the teaching continued through the night, he 
replied, “Yeahh. Ah, some times it was all night... Ahhh, the person would tell us the 
story, make sure my eye and my ears were just watching, looking into that person.
And sometimes when somebody was telling us the story [ unclear -  maybe “how hard 
it was, I will just”] stretch like this and watching that person until the sun goes down 
and sometimes for a whole day and we have a break and I just concentrating on that 
person....”427
When asked further if  anyone ever started to nod off and go to sleep, he laughed 
and said “Yes, that happened, and somebody just at the back of you standing with their 
stick and he would beat you.” He told a further story about a time he got into trouble: 
“Yeah, when I was going through the story somebody was telling us and then it was at
427 Nambis, 69, 65.
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night and he flashed the flashlight on my face and because the light was so strong that 
I closed my eyes and he said that I was sleeping and he came and psssht (sound of 
stick hitting) and “you don’t sleep.” ”428 When it was suggested that he might have 
protested by saying “no, I’m not sleeping,” he laughed and said, “I couldn’t say that! I 
couldn’t say it!”429 Deprivation of sleep forced the initiate to leam that he was capable 
o f enduring hardship. This was another discipline, externally applied, that could be 
mastered if  one had the will to do so. Once the initiate realized that the ordeal could 
be endured, the possibility of doing it on one’s own became an option and increased 
the initiate’s confidence in his ability to take up the challenge. Thus external 
motivation could be turned into internally motivated behavior.430
The purpose o f ordeals was to teach discipline to the initiates. They have just 
come from a life-style o f carefree living that must no longer characterize their lives. 
Because there will be heavy responsibilities to be taken up once initiation is completed 
they must be ready to shoulder those responsibilities with maturity and perseverance. 
There can be no shirking of duty or shrinking back from danger. The discipline was 
harsh, but justified in the eyes of the initiators.
428 Nambis, 68.
42Q Nambis, 68.
430 Note the parallel to the purging ordeal o f the Awa noted in the literature 
review above. Some of the older but not yet fully initiated were used to encourage the 
new novices to purge, and demonstrated by purging themselves. However, the newer 
novices had to have the purging forced on them.
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Yet another discontinuity with pre-initiation learning is that initiation learning is 
specialized. The content is specialized in that the novice must now begin to take into 
account the rules of the society in order to become an accepted member o f it. In 
addition to socialization issues this will mean learning certain classes o f data that 
impinge on issues such as genealogy and land tenure. Nambis remarked that one thing 
his society lacked now that initiation was no longer practiced was an understanding of 
the stories upon which land distribution and ownership were based. He said, “Another 
thing that was, that we were going through, was the land stories. People in the tribe 
knew where their land was. There is a lot o f land disputes now because they have not 
gone through the initiation.”431 It appears that the way similar social issues are 
handled varies from society to society from the less specialized to the more 
specialized.432 This may depend on such factors as the demographic size o f the 
community or the social structure.
Filiana states that “now we are training them to be supervisors and they should 
be thinking supervisory, you know. And thinking leadership. That to me is like, you 
know, initiation. It’s, we are taking them out o f the community for specialized
431 Nambis, 80.
432 This may be implied by Keesing, 12, as noted above in the complexity of
ritual being more or less dependent on the social complexity of the ethnic group.
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training”.433 Filiana likened the training he was doing to the specialized training of 
initiation.
Kinua’s tribe viewed initiation in a rather unique way. Although everyone 
received training in the values o f the tribe, only certain ones of the young men would 
be allowed to go through what he termed “initiation.”434 Kinua explained it this way: 
“To us, initiation, understanding of initiation, means preparation for leadership of the 
tribe. Therefore, among us there are not many, not all of us will be given the special 
privilege to become initiated... .One among us who will become the leader when the 
chief dies, he will be the special person that he will go through the process, and make 
sure he is qualified. Kinua went on to say that this child was usually appointed by the 
head o f the tribe, but that his appointment had to be confirmed by the priest, who 
would receive a message of confirmation from the ancestral spirits. This boy would 
be taken out of his mother’s care to the men’s house between the ages o f six and eight, 
given clothes, and receive teaching from the priests. He would work as an apprentice 
to one o f the men, staying with that man in all he did and assisting him by carrying 
firewood or holding his axe. He would leam through observing all the man did,
433 Filiana, 55.
434 Kinua has defined initiation more narrowly than most as pertaining only to 
leadership development and recognition rather than to all the teaching that took place 
in the ceremonial men’s house.
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growing into his role by being specially groomed under the tutorship o f that 
individual.435
Other individuals in Kinua’s tribe designated to receive initiation, in addition to 
the one who was to become chief, were the leader o f the priests and the leader o f the 
warriors. Those not initiated received their instruction together in the men’s house. 
Kinua stated, “Not all o f us were initiated, but all o f us were taught the other custom 
values that we need to keep in the house man.”436 When they had matured and shown 
that they were responsible individuals they were allowed to be married. As mature 
individuals some men would excel in certain areas of life and would be recognized for 
the skills they had developed. For example, Kinua informed me that the person who 
was economically successful would be given the role o f mediator or peacemaker in the 
village structure.
From Kinua’s account we see that training took place at different levels -  
according to the need o f the tribe, according to the aptitude o f certain individuals, and 
according to those who by birth were chosen to take places o f highest leadership. 
Those who were neither marked for leadership nor had any special aptitude did not 
undergo the highest levels o f learning.
435 Kinua, 89.
436 Kinua, 89
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The interview data show various forms or levels of instruction. In Kinua’s 
culture initiation was reserved for those who were to receive specialized leadership 
training, such as training for the chieftainship, or for priestly or warrior roles. In 
others, initiation included all the members of the cohort group, although the 
instruction could still be termed as specialized because it fit the recipients for a clearly 
defined societal role. Thus, we could propose a continuum of education in traditional 
Melanesian society that moves from informal to formal to highly formal. This 
continuum is not problematic because the point is that all initiation was specialized 
training and within it were varying degrees o f specialization. Even those in Kinua’s 
ethnic group who were not trained as leaders received formal training in the men’s 
ceremonial house. In other ethnic groups this would have been also called initiation 
except for the fact that it did not have any special status, with an accompanying 
celebration, assigned to its completion. Kinua’s perception that initiation was only for 
leadership does not negate the fact that there were other legitimate models of 
initiation. Those trained for the leadership of Kinua’s tribe are required to undergo 
training at the highly formal, specialized levels of initiation, whereas other cultures 
seemingly did not include this leadership instruction in their initiation rites, 
presumably because their social structure was more egalitarian. In Kinua’s tribe only 
certain persons who qualified could be given this training, whereas at the lower levels 
o f training as found in other initiation processes all members o f the cohort group 
qualify. Some of the differences may be found in that Kinua’s culture maintained a 
certain degree of hereditary leadership, whereas other cultures did not, and thus the
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structure o f his society allowed for differentiation in training because the society itself 
was more highly differentiated. In Kinua’s environment the trainee was usually taken 
from the ch iefs  family, but this person also had to be approved by the tribal priest, 
who would receive a message from the ancestral spirits regarding this appointment. 
Special grooming was undertaken and special relationships were developed for and 
with this trainee from an early age. Thus, his socialization takes a different form than 
that o f those not being prepared for leadership. The less formal levels o f training and 
learning are received by all non-leader novices in the ceremonial house, whereas that 
o f a leader was through a special mentoring relationship by the expert in his proposed 
area o f leadership.
Summary o f Specialized Learning
The Melanesian concept of education may thus divide neatly into informal and 
formal. Informal is for the ordinary knowledge needs for living and these are picked 
up by observation and imitation as the two primary methods for learning. The 
educator takes a less conspicuous role when informal learning is involved, as the onus 
for acquisition is on the learner. Informal learning seems to be the primary method 
when the content and behavior is for the betterment of the individual or immediate 
family. However, specialized learning requires more formal methods o f instruction 
and in Papua New Guinea cultures this is institutionalized in initiation. This method 
o f learning seems to be used when there are group issues at stake, such as genealogies
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
252
or land boundaries or gender separation issues. The primary method of direct verbal 
instruction seems to be the lecture method. I will examine Western institutionalized 
methods as an introduced context o f formal learning in the next chapter.
Other Modes o f Training Found in the Formal Context
The only other mode of learning, apart from initiation, uncovered by my 
research was one-on-one training. An example of this was given me by Nambis. He
[T]hose who have gone through initiation, it’s a school of every mix, or 
everyone must be initiated. (Everybody.) Everybody. But those who are going 
through the sorcery training, that is little bit secret from other people. People do 
not know what is happening. And if, say, I am a, in my clan, I am a sorcerer, my 
people will not know that we have a sorcerer in our clan. But the people will 
come to know when the members of the clan begin to die and they will ask 
questions “why?” And now they begin to realize that we have one o f our family 
members, one of our clan member who is a sorcerer. And what would happen 
was that somebody who was trained as a sorcerer was secretly being trained and 
he was secretly killing those people, or, [rather] allowing the sorcerer to kill his 
clan people so that I, so that person, will be able like me, if  I am a sorcerer, I 
would be able to kill people from another clan. I am allowing them to kill my 
clan people and they will allow me to kill another clan people.437
When I asked him if this killing was for the purpose of learning438 how to kill he said,
“Right.”439 The experienced sorcerer would kill someone in the trainee’s village in
437 Nambis, 47.
438 This seemingly shocking and, to Western ways of thinking, atypical learning 
that uses human life in order to perfect a skill may be limited only to this ethnic group, 
but my experience in Papua New Guinea leads me to think it may be more widely 
distributed. Witchcraft, or “Sanguma” in Tok Pisin, one of the Papua New Guinea
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order to show the trainee how to do the job, and then the trainee would practice by 
trying to kill someone in another village. This apprenticeship model used the same 
techniques o f demonstration and practice that were found in informal learning, but 
now practiced in a formal way in the institution440 of sorcery.
Filiana said much the same thing. When I asked him if his ethnic group had any 
secret societies or the like, he said, “I think in my place it’s the sorcery thing 
that’s .. .the big thing. You know, they even spend time there training them and they 
actually do it together, practice it.”441 Nambis also mentioned that there were others 
who were trained or gifted to help those who had been ensorcelled. He said, “there 
would be some people who have been trained, to even the, when there is a sorcerer, 
they have put a sorcerer on you, they will become special people to see who did it and 
that person was been [sic] able to declare this person who did this, or maybe that 
person will be able to take the poison away.”442 When I asked him what this person 
was called and if that was a special kind of training, he replied, saying, “ A doctor, or
trade languages, practices are quite widespread, and provide the basis for this 
assumption. Domey reported that witchcraft help was being sought by “senior public 
servants” even in more modem times (36).
439 Nambis, 47.
440 As noted earlier in a footnote in the literature review chapter, I use the term 
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witchdoctor,”443 and, “Yes. I think it always went together with the training o f killing 
people at the same time.”444 When I asked him if the witchdoctor and the sorcerer 
were the same person, he said, “Yes. But other times, no. Others just knew how to 
deal with those who practice it.”445 He said he did not know how the ones who “just 
knew how to deal with those who practice it” [sorcery] learned their skill, but he did 
say that
Some would get learning from having a dream. The spirit would tell them 
“you do this, this, and that.” Still they tell them “go to the bush, get this bark off 
o f a tree” or maybe ginger or whatever and then do the next step only they 
would go through some of the steps. So that they become powerful..., they have 
enough power to kill people, but he would go through or he would have a dream 
or maybe the spirits would tell them the words to get a, they will give them the 
words and then any kind of leaf or bark of a tree that’s what they tell them to 
do.446
It is outside the scope of this paper to deal with learning from dreams and spirits, but 
they are possibly a form of self-directed learning447 in that the learner is seeking the 
information that is needed and attributes it to a dream or to spiritual beings. The point 





447 In both Coombs’s and my adapted typology this would fit neatly under 
nonformal education if it is, indeed, self-directed learning. I include it here because of 
its link with sorcery as well as counter-sorcery, although an argument could be made 
that sorcery learning is chiefly nonformal.
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have similar knowledge and usually get this knowledge through an apprenticeship- 
type training in which pre-established informal patterns of observation and active 
learning are now used in an intentional learning situation.
Summary: Initiation Learning— Transformation Tactics
This summary draws together the material from both the ethnographies and the 
interviews. It looks first at the purposes for initiation, then the instructional methods, 
and last, the cognitive/affective context in which initiation instruction took place. I 
close the summary with some comments on initiation as transformation.
Initiation served several purposes. First, it served to mark a new status, either as 
an accepted adult in society or as a leader. For Kinua it was only potential leaders 
who received initiation training for their anticipated new status. Filiana’s sister 
received initiation as the firstborn child, and in this way was recognized as having the 
special status that goes with becoming an adult with particular responsibilities. In this 
sense Filiana’s people were similar to Kinua’s people. In both the ethnographies and 
the interviews the status given was the recognition that the initiate was now an 
equipped member o f society.448
It was this equipping for life that seemed to be the main purpose of initiation. 
Social success for these ethnic groups depended on the men of these societies
448 See Newman and Boyd, 246, 283; Tuzin, 334; Schieffelin, 197.
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becoming steadfast and hard-working, equipped with the knowledge that would allow 
them to practice the social rules and values, however defined by each ethnic group. 
Nambis spoke about the necessity o f knowing property boundaries and other social 
information taught in initiation that would make the learners mutually accountable to 
each other for the factual information and thus provide for social stability.449 
Knowledge that was given in a group setting, as opposed to knowledge that was 
learned in private, established group verifiability and the necessary status for social 
knowledge. Part o f this equipping for life was the development o f a self that could 
endure hardship and pain. Going through harsh ordeals brought a new sense of self 
that established both the identity o f personal self but also the identity of a group self.
In this sense initiation was a specialized socialization as opposed to the more general 
socialization o f incidental learning.
Several significant instructional methods were used to achieve these ends. 
Learners were separated from their normal learning environment to a specific place 
that provided isolation from normal social processes. This method brought focus and 
importance to the learning. It also achieved, with other methods, a breaking away 
from old patterns of living. Second, the learning was instructor-directed. The content 
was something that the experienced instructors wanted the relatively inexperienced 
learners to understand and share with them, and the instructors did all in their power to 
make sure this content “happened” to the initiate. The content included various
449 Nambis, 80.
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symbolic and physical actions that were believed to be efficacious toward the desired 
results. Third, the method for communicating cognitive content was verbal instruction 
through lecture and figurative speech in addition to story telling. Because much of 
this learning had to do with unseen realities, a mental visualization o f the unseen 
immaterial world may have demanded abstract thinking due to the fact that the 
concepts could not be concretely manipulated. Fourth, the whole process o f initiation 
was programmed. Initiation did not “just happen” spontaneously but was intentionally 
constructed to be a special, formalized set o f happenings that would produce the 
desired learning. Lastly, discipline, sometimes harsh in the extreme, was applied to 
develop focus, endurance, and the ability to bear pain, to help the initiate recognize the 
importance of what was being communicated, to emphasize the status o f the 
instructor, and to help the initiate learn to control emotional responses.
The cognitive and affective context in which all this took place overlapped with 
much of what was discussed above in terms o f purpose and method. First, there was 
an environment o f uncertainty and, sometimes, dread. This seemed to be triggered by 
the many different things that happened to the initiate. Sudden relational dislocation 
by being removed out of normal social relationships together with isolation in a sacred 
building or place was one possible cause for these feelings. Certainly the fear that at 
times was felt by the initiates, coupled with not being told, or being told deceitfully, 
what was coming next, produced this state in them that in certain ethnic groups,
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particularly the Bimin-Kuskusmin,450 was escalated to feelings o f terror. Second, in 
most initiation processes the belief was transmitted that females kept males from being 
or becoming what they needed to be. This belief was accompanied by two others—  
that female power needed to be limited and that female physical influence must be 
eliminated. Third, the belief was taught that boys needed to grow and become men 
but that they could not achieve manhood on their own. Thus, the elders had the 
responsibility to make this happen. Consequently, the initiates were subjected to 
processes that would cause this transformation to take place. Taboos, objects or places 
to avoid or stay away from, and ordeals, severe training and tests to be endured, were 
instituted to make transformation happen. Verbal abuse also had its place at times to 
drive a cognitive point securely into the thinking o f the initiate in order to change his 
thinking in some way. Any rewards that were given were tied psychologically to male 
power—principally the power to withstand female powers, but also the power to be 
strong against enemies. Fourth, all this was done in the presence o f the sacred, and 
ritual was believed to be effective if  carried out according to pattern. Fifth, the 
learning took place in the context of a group. This group orientation surely worked to 
minimize some of the issues o f the severe ordeals that might otherwise be affectively 
unbearable but it also served to provide motivation for acceptance and involvement. 
Knowing that “we” have to go through this pain together made enduring the ordeal 
easier than thinking only “I” have to go through this. Sixth, the context reeked of
450 Poole, “Ritual Forging,” 138.
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intentionality. Everything was focused to the intentional purposes o f the initiation. 
There was no choice given to the initiates regarding their involvement. Everything 
was engineered by the initiators. That initiation was highly authoritarian meant that 
relationship development was not high. This perhaps pointed the individual 
psychologically toward the notion that “this is bigger than any o f us” and thus 
reinforced the value that what was being undertaken was of cosmological significance. 
Coupled with the highly authoritarian context was the matter o f strictness and harsh 
discipline. This both enabled the use o f harshness and justified it as well. It is hard to 
be nurturing and harsh at the same time. Seventh, and last, not only was initiation 
group-oriented and authoritarian, the cognitive content had more to do with areas that 
were specialized knowledge such as things the whole group had to know, including 
cosmological and ontological matters.
Drawing this summary together, it can be seen that many societies in Papua New 
Guinea used what a Westerner o f today would term a rather harsh psychology of 
instruction. The separation, the beatings, the deprivations, and even the psychology 
behind the transvestite man mentioned by Timingir above, were designed to make the 
initiate amenable to absorbing and thoroughly learning the subject matter of initiation 
instruction.
This design points to the heart o f initiation as transformation. It became 
apparent from the study of initiation that it was designed to do something that the 
elders believed incidental learning could not do. The elders were concerned to make 
something more out o f the initiate, to produce a transformation that would achieve the
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desired ends of the initiators. In Papua New Guinea today, it may not be the loss of 
initiation per se that is one of the causes o f social dysfunction, as initiation may have 
served only in the capacity o f the external structure that provided for the transmission 
of transformation that was needed to produce productive members o f society. It may 
be that this issue o f transformation is what is missing and this needs, perhaps, a new 
form in order to achieve what was originally accomplished through rites o f initiation.
Because transformation is at the heart o f initiation, in-service types o f education 
(learning while working) correlate negatively with traditional formal education. 
Initiation is transformation as socialization. This concept varies from the norm, as 
socialization usually precludes transformation. This also is different to Western 
society where socialization is usually obtained informally through absorption.
Western cultures, which tend to stress individualism in the classroom, may not meet 
the collectivist needs o f the societies o f Papua New Guinea.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
CHAPTER 5
THE INTRODUCED CONTEXT: AUSTRALIAN-BRITISH FORMAL WESTERN
SCHOOLING
In this chapter I will first give a very brief history of the introduction of 
Westem-style education to what is now the independent country o f Papua New 
Guinea. This history has its roots in the earliest days o f colonization.
I will then move to a description of the features of this education as viewed by 
my informants. I have not been able to find much in the literature that is specific to 
the point o f view of the learner regarding how this new type of education was 
perceived. I have attempted to elicit perceptions on a number o f issues relating to 
their experience and have generalized these into several topics.
I close the chapter with a brief comparison of the Westem-style schooling 
experienced by my informants and traditional initiation schooling experienced by 
these and other o f my informants. This analysis may help to trace some patterns of 
perception that, linked with perceptions on informal learning related in Chapter 2, will 
give understanding of my informants’ perceptions on the best ways to teach and leam 
as they synthesize their experience in the following chapter.
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A Brief History o f Western Education in Papua New Guinea
Because Papua New Guinea as an independent nation is a unification o f two 
colonial administrations, the introduction of Westem-style schooling has, by fate of 
history, two separate development patterns up to the point where these colonial 
administrations were merged after World War II. I will trace these histories separately 
according to the way in which Waiko has set them out, and then continue with a joint 
history after World War II.
The History o f Education in Southeast New Guinea
Educational policy in the territory o f Papua, the southern portion o f the country 
controlled by Australia and named as such in 1906, began with the administration of 
Hubert Murray. Murray’s administrative tenure lasted from 1908 until his death in 
February o f 1940.451 His major predecessor, Sir William MacGregor, had left the 
work of education to Christian missions, and Murray, presumably because o f a limited 
budget, followed much the same pattern. Money for the administration o f Papua was 
obtained through a head tax and less from the Australian government. Even though 
his resources were scarce he used about a third of his budget to subsidize the mission 
schools and to encourage missions to develop technical training through offering a
451 Domey, 41; Waiko, 67, 78.
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grant. Several missions took advantage o f his offer. He also wanted to establish an 
agricultural training school but this did not eventuate.
Waiko records that in 1921-22 only 70 Papuans graduated from the highest 
grade offered at that time -  grade two. By 1938 the highest level was grade five, with 
77 completing that level. In 1939 there were 50 completions and 91 completions in 
1940.452 Although there was little employment available for the limited education of 
the graduates many gained new status by becoming mission pastors and teachers. 
Waiko notes that “the type and length of education given to Papuans was related to 
Murray’s beliefs concerning their preferred future.” His policy was to help Papuans 
become first o f all better gardeners, second, better craftsmen, “and only third to be 
given a good basic education.” The result, though, of even the few being educated 
was “greatly changed patterns o f village authority” because of the status education 
conferred.453
The History of Education in Northeast New Guinea
During this same time period the northeastern part of the country was governed 
first by the Germans until 1914, then by Australian military administrators until 1921, 
then again by military generals under a League o f Nations mandate until World War
452 Waiko, 66.
453 Waiko, 67.
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II.454 From the time of military occupation right through the period o f the mandate, it 
seems from Waiko’s comments that the guiding concern for this territory was the 
commercial interests that the Germans had initiated. Land expropriated by the 
Germans for commercial use was not given back to the people but gradually brought 
under the control of the Expropriation Board during the period of the Mandate. Before 
the mandated period Germans who submitted to Australian governance were allowed 
to keep their businesses and plantations, and as they could no longer send their money 
back to Germany for investment they invested in Australian companies such as Bums 
Philp and W. R. Carpenter. Waiko does not have much good to say about this period 
o f time. He notes that the positive restraints o f the German administration on the 
planters regarding the use of local labor were removed by the Australian military 
administrators and the positive things that the Germans had initiated were neglected. 
He states, “The German official stations near Lae and Angoram were closed, 
patrolling was reduced, projects to develop local educational and medical facilities 
were shelved, roads, jetties, and buildings fell into disuse, and qualifications earned in 
German times were often ignored.”455 A continuation of much the same attitude 
continued through the mandated period, largely because, as Waiko states, the 
chairman of the Expropriation Board was also the president of Bums Philp. In 
addition he was well placed with higher government authorities by being “the
454 Waiko, 83-4.
455 Waiko, 84.
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technical advisor to the Australian government on all matters relating to the Mandated 
Territory, and had direct links with the prime minister of the day.”456 By 1942,
Waiko notes, only five government-established elementary schools had been started in 
the whole o f the territory.457 Only one of these was on the mainland. Waiko states 
that “The curriculum was modeled on the early years of Australian primary schools, 
with an emphasis on English language literature and numeracy.”458 That this was 
problematic is borne out both in the literature and in my interview data below. The 
Christian missions working in this northeast sector generally did not want to accept 
administration subsidies for teaching general education subjects partly because they 
were not able to provide staff at the required educational level for these subjects.459 




458 W aiko, 103.
459 Waiko, 104.
460 Waiko, 128.
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The History of the Combined Southeast and Northeast New Guinea
The interval from World War II to 1985 is divided by Waiko into three time 
periods -  post World War II to 1960 which he terms “wind of change,” transition to 
independence from 1961 to 1975, and post independence from 1975 to 1985, which he 
calls “a decade o f nationhood.”
Winds of Change
Immediately following the war the educational policy for the now-combined 
territories under W. C. Groves was “to develop schools which had strong community 
involvement and had a broad social welfare role as well as an educational role.”461 
Groves sought to work closely with mission agencies and encouraged the development 
o f vocational schools. However, money was still scarce and Waiko notes that by 1951 
“the educational programmes undertaken by both the administration and the 
m issions.. .had produced little result.”462 After the appointment of Sir Paul Hasluck as
461 Waiko, 128.
462 Waiko, 129.
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Minister for Territories in 1951,463 Groves came under criticism and changes in policy 
occurred that lessened the mission subsidy while increasing control over their schools, 
and promoted the building of more administration schools. One of these changes was 
that English was promoted as the language o f teaching and learning in order to 
promote national unity. Waiko says o f this development that it “had a destructive 
effect on the culture o f the people who received the education,” causing “a division 
between the school and the village life.”464 Another result o f this change was the 
importation of more teachers whose first language was English. This achieved better 
results in spoken and written English as well as in basic skills in numbers and 
mathematics. Primary education was thus greatly expanded with more and larger 
primary schools to accommodate more children.465 Waiko implies that all this 
expansion was parallel with Hasluck’s emphasis on universal primary education, but 
notes that, with most o f the money going to primary education, secondary education 
suffered and slowed down the growth o f the size o f the group o f highly educated 
persons that would be needed to run the future independent nation.466 In 1960 “the
463 Domey, 43.
464 W aiko, 129.
465 Waiko, 131.
466 Waiko, 131.
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secondary sector was weak and the tertiary sector non-existent apart from the 
understaffed and underfunded teachers colleges.”467
Transition to Independence
The period o f transition to independence, 1961 to 1975, saw a marked emphasis 
on boosting both secondary and tertiary education as a result o f criticism in 1962 by a 
United Nations mission to Papua New Guinea and by a change in leadership o f both 
the Minister for Territories, now C. E. Barnes in 1963, and the Director o f Education, 
now Dr. Ken McKinnon in 1966 468
The University of Papua New Guinea (UPNG) was established in 1966 in Port 
Moresby, the most important town in the combined territories. Dr. John Gunther was 
its first vice-chancellor. An Institute o f Higher Technical Education was also 
established in Port Moresby in the same year, but moved to Lae, the second largest 
town in the country, the following year. It was renamed in 1967 as Papua New 
Guinea’s University o f Technology.469
467 Waiko, 165.
468 Waiko, 164-7. Between Roscoe and McKinnon the third Director of 
Education was Les Johnson, who filled the position from 1962 to 1966.
469 Waiko, 165-6.
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Domey states that in 1970 “there were just 122 Papua New Guinean students 
doing their sixth year o f secondary schooling” (twelfth grade).470 Because of the 
shortage of students with adequate education to enter UPNG, provision was made for 
a preliminary qualifying year and drew its first intake from Grade Ten graduates, the 
highest level offered by the high schools in the country at that time. The dearth of 
secondary-level qualified students is shown in that only thirty-seven graduated from 
that preliminary year to enter full University studies. However, the University 
developed rapidly and by 1971 offered eighteen courses of study at the undergraduate 
level. The first graduating year, 1970, just five years before independence, saw a total 
o f twenty-eight graduates move into the work force 471
High school curriculum during this period was virtually parallel to that taught in 
the schools in Australia. Waiko states that “on the whole little attempt was made to 
adapt the content of the curriculum to the needs of Papua New Guinea’s students, and 
much o f the subject-matter was inappropriate.” He goes on to say that, in a way, this 
had its positive side because it made it easier for those who qualified for tertiary level 
entrance to cope with those studies which were also Westem-style in the Australian 
pattern. He also comments on the inadequacy of the training given in technology,
470 Domey, 45.
471 Waiko, 166.
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saying that “Courses were too long, too specialised, and failed to supply an adequate
4.79number o f skilled tradesmen.”
A Decade o f Nationhood
The trends that were set prior to independence continued once independence was 
gained. Policy stated that universal primary education would be a continuing goal, but 
relatively higher priorities were given to secondary and tertiary levels because these 
were the sectors from which the work force for commerce and civil service would 
come. Waiko states that “thirty-five new secondary schools.. .covering years seven to 
ten were built, three national high schools covering years eleven and twelve were 
established, and the existing senior national high school at Sogeri [was] expanded.
This expenditure almost doubled the number of high schools and increased enrolments 
by almost 70 per cent.”473
In spite o f the expansion at secondary level, there was room for an intake o f only 
a third o f those who finished primary school.474 Space was also extremely limited for 
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o f students who completed secondary schooling and went on to tertiary institutions, 
approximately 35 per cent attended universities, including the secondary teachers’ 
college which was attached to the University of Papua New Guinea; 25 per cent 
attended secretarial colleges, and less than 10 per cent attended the primary teachers’ 
colleges.”475 Schooling could not be provided for all those who desired it, no matter 
whether it was primary, secondary, or higher education. In 1990, it was estimated 
that, o f all the students who were successful at finishing primary school, 50,000 were 
prohibited from continuing because of the lack of space.476 Massive social problems 
were caused by these unfulfilled expectations, with many youth migrating to urban 
areas in search o f work and, finding none for their level of proficiency, turning to 
criminal activities, often joining a gang.477
Little was done during this period o f time in adult literacy although two-thirds of 
the adult population could not read or write. However, an “innovative” program at 
primary level was started in the North Solomons Province that began to bring primary 
education closer to the village. In 1980 a program was started using the local
475 W aiko, 213.
476 Waiko, 254.
477 Waiko, 254.
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language as the language o f instruction. This program proved to be a “great success,”
478with parents happy that their children were learning in their mother tongue.
Features of Westem-Style Education from the Literature
Knauft479 provides an excellent recent description of what Westem-style 
schooling is like in a rather remote rural area o f Papua New Guinea. His description is 
o f the Community School in Nomad in the Western Province in 199 8 480 I am 
summarizing here some of what he says, using Nomad as a modern-day approximation 
of what elementary schooling was like thirty and more years previously in most other 
parts o f the country at the time my interviewees were attending Westem-style schools.
The 204 students in six grades at the school in Nomad came from seven different 
ethnic groups, making the school population very diverse and multicultural. A class 
had to have a minimum of thirty-five students in order to qualify for a teacher. If the 
class had less than this (or if  there was a shortage o f teachers), one of the teachers had 
to take that smaller class in with his regular class.481 Some languages o f the students
478 Waiko, 212.
479 Bruce M. Knauft, Exchanging the Past: A Rainforest World o f  Before and 
After (Chicago: The University o f Chicago Press, 2002), 174-202. Unless indicated 
otherwise, the information given is from these inclusive pages.
480 Ibid., vii.
481 Ibid., 270, n. 5.
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could be understood by other students, but there was no crossover among the three 
largest languages represented in the Nomad school. Children were seated in the 
classroom next to someone from a different language in order to encourage the use of 
English and Melanesian Pidgin.
The upper three grades got the best classrooms. They were constructed with 
louvered windows, “wobbly benches,” a couple o f flimsy tables, a blackboard, a sawn 
timber floor with a few holes, and a corrugated iron roof482 which made for stiflingly 
hot days in the 100 degree Fahrenheit weather.483 However, these three grades of 
forty to seventy students were crowded into two classrooms measuring twenty-five by 
thirty feet. The second-grade children had a split log floor and square holes in the wall 
for windows. The first-grade children had the same but had to sit on a dirt floor “in 
imaginary two-and-a-half foot squares”484 because they had no built-in wooden floor, 
and no benches or tables.
Some children started walking to school as early as 6:30 in the morning and did 
not arrive home until around 4:00 in the afternoon.485 School started at 8:00 and 




485 Ibid., 3, 174, 177.
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routine lessons.” The learning time was rigidly divided into fifteen or thirty-minute
segments. Knauft notes that
By grade two, there are 23 subject areas enumerated and sequenced over the 
school day: (1) assembly; (2) listening; (3) oral expression; (4) talking [English]; 
(5) reading; (6) spelling/dictation; (7) written sentences; (8) USSR [Un­
structured Silent Reading]; (9) written composition; (10) handwriting; (11) radio 
broadcast instruction; (12) mathematics; (13) science; (14) health; (15) 
community life; (16) physical education; (17) expressive arts; (18) music; (19) 
block times— optional projects; (20) CRE [Christian Religious Education]; (21) 
community activities; (22) agriculture; and (23) sports.487
Knauft further states that “Modem pedagogy in out-of-the-way places uses 
discipline, repetition, and passive absorption rather than active or creative use o f new 
knowledge.”488 Rote learning, with hardly any “individual expression,” dominates the 
style o f instruction.489 “Sing-song repetition is the rule, whether practicing the letter 
“o,” subtracting three from five, spelling “garden,” or knowing the capital o f the 
Western Province. Phrases and sentences are copied endlessly from the board and 





490 It is insightful to quote Knauft’s experience o f a specific teaching module on 
Indonesia. Teaching from an outdated textbook he says, “I explained the standard facts 
that would be tested at the end of the week: population size, capital, geography, major 
industries, language, religion, and so on. The students seemed highly attentive. As the 
class period continued, however, I realized that they were spending more and more 
time laboriously copying things down. Finally, I saw from scanning their workbooks
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
275
chorus like an endless hymn of educational praise.”491 This results in students doing 
“reasonably well on simple exams at the end of each week... .But how the pieces 
relate, how to ask a question or reflect upon an issue or express oneself actively or in 
narrative form is a different process.”492 These Friday exams are the only exams the 
students receive until the sixth-grade final exam that will test whether the student 
qualifies to continue in the school system.
This repetition partly stems from the cultural trait of collectivity. Knauft notes 
that “Hands shoot up like tendrils that must reach the sun in response to teachers’ 
questions; the classroom easily explodes in cascades of response. That many students 
do not know the answer; that their shouts repeat or parrot the teacher or someone 
else’s response, which may be wrong; and that there is supposed to be a link between 
personal knowledge and individual response— all this is effaced in collective
that many students had slowly copied down the category names without having noted 
their Indonesian substance. The words ‘Official name,’ ‘Population,’ ‘Capital,’ 
‘Language,’ and so forth had been copied line by line without content words written 
beside them. A few of the most committed students did finish writing the content after 
the various categories— even staying into recess to complete the task. But most o f the 
others never got beyond the categories themselves. Education was not a process of 
learning and using substantive information so much as retaining the discipline of 
categorical imposition” (ibid., 270, n. 9).
491 Ibid., 182.
492 Ibid., 186.
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excitement, in the vaunted identity o f the Melanesian collective, here transposed from 
kin group or ‘tribe’ to class in its most pedagogic sense.”493
Repetition as an instructive strategy also stems from the conditions under which 
the teacher has to work. There are textbooks, but not enough for everyone, so they 
seldom get used. Each teacher has to keep a notebook “with his instruction plan for 
each subject for each class period o f each day o f each week.”494 This results in 
enormous energy and time spent in preparation and the plans cannot be used again the 
next year, but have to be redone again. The teacher has to give excessive rote learning 
blackboard copy work to students in order to find time to fulfill this rote requirement. 
The teacher must also copy all his exam questions and answers in this notebook and in 
addition copy “each student’s separate answer to each objective question,”495 tabulate 
these, and keep a running record o f them. With the large classes of forty up to eighty 
there is no time to score essay-type assignments or exams so objective assignments 
and repetition are the norm.
The heavy use o f repetition means students become very shy and unable to 
express themselves independently o f the group. When Knauft taught in these classes 
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simply would not speak out answers on their own. At one time he gave some photos 
o f flowers to a group of schoolgirls and tried to elicit what they were. He says, “They 
seemed to want to say it [‘flowers’] in the worst way, and they beamed as they 
squirmed, but none o f them could speak. Finally, I gently leaned close so one of them 
could whisper it so very faintly in my ear: ‘flowers.’ ”496
From my personal experience, I would say that this brief account o f one school 
situation typifies fairly well the type o f approach generally found earlier in most o f the 
rural areas. As Knauft notes, there may have been some differences between these 
people who were less aggressive and more accommodating and the highlanders who 
were more aggressive,497 but the patterns o f rote learning were much the same. Some 
of these conditions and features of the Westem-style learning environment will be 
seen also in the interview data to follow.
Features o f Westem-Style Education from Insiders’ Points of View
I will mention here some of the features of Western-style education that stood 
out to my informants. As all were now adults, they were obviously reflecting, from 
memory, on their early experiences, having the advantage of the intervening years to 
process some of what they told me. It is significant, I believe, that these are the 
features of their Western education that they remembered most forcefully.
496 Ibid., 187.
497 Ibid., 182.
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Primary Relationship Issues
Before the coming of Western contact and the development o f cities, most 
people in what is now Papua New Guinea lived in relative isolation from other 
people’s groups. Children and youth had contacts with a wide range o f family 
members spanning the natural limits o f generations. As noted previously, my 
informant Opinga was encouraged by his mother to form a strong relationship with his 
mother’s brother so that his uncle would be inclined to teach him the lessons he 
needed to learn. However, Western schooling had quite the opposite effect. In 
Filiana’s situation he claimed that generational desocialization took place with the 
coming of Westem-style schooling. He said, “ .. .one of the things that I saw we been 
missed out is the relationship between a child and the grandparents. (Oh?) You know, 
the story times? In the previous, before, before that, you know, my bigger brother he 
knows all the stories, the legends, because he had time with the grandparents. And 
when it was all changed into English, you know, reading books, all the time was spent 
reading books, but those stories, those good stories from the grandparents, couldn’t 
make it happen.”498 We see here that relationships were harmed because contact time 
was lost. His point was, as he explained to me, that school was some distance away so 
by the time the children arrived home after school the grandparents were still in the
498 Filiana, 7.
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garden and would arrive late and be caught up in other activities such as cooking the 
meal, whereas before Western-type schooling started, there would be ample time 
while working together in the garden to listen to the stories the grandparents were able 
to share. He also said, “There was no set time to start learning.. ..If there was a quarrel 
then that grandfather would mention something and start teaching. (Okay) And if 
there was a problem in the village, it’s risen [if it arose] in the village, then you get to 
leam something right out of that situation.”499 From this we see that the loss o f 
contact time meant that proper socialization no longer took place. It was in the normal 
course o f life, now interrupted by formal schooling, where the mores o f society were 
learned.
Instructor Relationship Issues
The loss o f primary relationships had a negative effect on cultural content. 
However, it seems that there were also instances o f negative relationship issues within 
the Westem-style school that affected learning. First was the variety o f teachers with 
which a learner was expected to cope. There was a new teacher for every grade level. 
Kinua stated that “different teachers started with the different classes.”500 The larger
499 Filiana, 11.
500 Kinua, 32.
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factor, however, was that the teachers were strangers to the students. Kinua said, “Our 
teacher came from another part of the island where they speak a different 
language.”501 Opinga stated, “Yes, and at that time because people were from 
different places, you know, the teachers who were teaching us were not from our own 
villages. They were from other provinces. The government teachers from other 
provinces were there. They had to go to where they were posted. And so we had 
teachers from Papua and North Solomons and so again they were strange, they were 
different to us.”502 Again, relationship is seen to be important, and it was lacking in 
these instances and under these circumstances. The strangeness o f the teachers made 
it difficult for learners because there was no familial starting point for relationship as 
in their experience up to this point.
This lack o f relationship was exacerbated by what I call the fear factor. During a 
discussion about discipline in school Opinga told me that “ .. .sometimes that strict 
discipline really made us to fear our teachers so we didn’t have good relationship 
[with them]. Our relationship was out of fear.”503 Kinua stated “When I think of those 
teachers and what hindered my learning was I was always fear of being punished and 




Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
281
work if  we did something wrong, but they cane us all the time. We got really big 
spankings from the teachers that makes me afraid right throughout my days in primary 
school and I don’t have the freedom. It seems to me that my relationship with the 
teacher, not that I hate the teacher, but I just afraid and feared that any time any 
moment that stick, whatever, can land on my back and I was always afraid o f that.”504 
For Kinua, the strict discipline enforced by physical punishment was a hindrance to 
his learning because it brought fearfulness, and, therefore, emotional distance, into the 
relationship. When I asked Opinga if the fear factor helped or hindered learning, he 
replied, “It was like 50-50%. Sometimes when we did not understand things because 
o f our fear o f the teachers we wouldn’t go close and ask them. But we pretended that 
we understood them but actually we were unsure of the teachings.”505 Fear, because 
o f lack o f relationship and the possibility of punishment, kept them from approaching 
the instructor about their learning needs when the material to be learned was not 
understood.
However, fear may have been only one side of the classroom equation -  at least 
this was so for Kinua. He told of how teachers helped him to learn by the use of 
positive reinforcement, saying, “The good side is that I like how the teachers they drill 
us carefully, and they are interested in what we are doing. That helps me. And
504 Kinua, 33.
505 Opinga, 55.
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especially using praise, and thanking, and appreciation. That really motivates my 
learning. And if I did something good they, and they say, “Boy, that’s really good,” I 
feel that I have something to contribute, I have something to do. I can do something 
better.”506 This encouragement through praise may have been powerful for Kinua 
because it paralleled the way in which his elders used praise to motivate him for jobs 
well done, as related above.
Instruction Issues
The first and most obvious structural feature is that Westem-style instruction is 
specialized by grade level. When asked if he had more than one teacher for all of 
primary (elementary) school, Kinua stated that “Yes, different teachers started with the 
different classes.”507 This is a change from informal learning experiences where the 
same teacher or teachers, usually a relative, remained with the child throughout his 
development years and thus was able to observe over time his learning pattern. This 
Western pattern more closely correlates with the initiation pattern in those societies 
that had multiple levels o f initiation, such as the Bimin-Kuskusmin discussed above.
506 Kinua, 35.
507 Kinua, 32.
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However, even in those societies the same persons were present in each stage o f the 
initiation and observed the learning behavior o f the initiate.
The second structural feature has to do with methodology. After discussing the 
issue o f discipline, I asked Opinga if  his teachers thought that discipline would help 
the students learn. He replied, “They wanted to program us to follow what they had 
for their plans for that day.”508 This seems to be one of the keys to how Westem-style 
education was used in Papua New Guinea and it correlates closely with traditional 
initiation processes. The issue of programming is an authority issue in which the 
learning is imposed on the student without regard to the student’s desires.
Western-type schooling can be interrupted or discontinued. Filiana had an 
interest in stories and writing but his schooling was cut short. He explains, “I never 
got into actual practical journalism, the reporting.. .1 went home, because my brother 
who was in the village, he was the only one who was holding up the family, and he 
died, suddenly, so I had to go home.”509 Westem-type schooling, especially that 
which is above the sixth-grade level, usually takes place in an extraction setting, 
usually in a town near or far where the student is housed in a dormitory type 
arrangement. Thus the student is distanced for weeks at a time from filial social 
relationships that, however, still make their demands on the student. When these
508 Opinga, 52.
509 Filiana, 13.
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demands take higher priority, the schooling is interrupted or in extreme cases 
terminated.
Westem-type schooling substitutes visual reading skills for oral and auditory 
skills while at the same time introduces the necessity of learning a coding skill 
(reading) in order to perform the visual learning. Filiana was discussing with me the 
issue o f not having fully learned one’s own language -  his use o f vocabulary and 
grammar in his native language was still not fully developed at the age when he began 
school -  when he was suddenly introduced in school to another language, English, 
which was the language of instruction. He said, “And when it was all changed into 
English, you know, reading books, all the time was spent reading books, but those 
stories, those good stories from the grandparents, couldn’t make it happen.”510 His 
point here is that he missed out on the oral learning that had been normally received 
by a child o f his age. Rather, “all the time was spent reading books.”
Further, the issue of language raises some knowledge assumptions. After 
starting in kindergarten using his indigenous language, Filiana said, “ | Sjtraight after 
that, the following year, they declared that, you know, there should be no “tok pies.”511 
That everything should be in English. They even set up English-speaking
510 Ibid., 7.
511 The term “tok pies” is a Melanesian Pidgin term that translated literally is 
“talk place” and means “the talk or language of the place or village,” or “local native 
language.”
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committees.”512 This quick removal o f native language from government school 
formal learning using English as the substitute may have had its origins in practical 
reasons such as the ease of providing common teaching and learning materials across a 
variety of ethnic groups, and saving hard work for the instructor who then did not have 
to learn a new language, but it implicitly taught the learners that the really useful 
knowledge of the “new day” could only come in English. In fact, Filiana stated this 
when he said, “But, you know, when I think back, it was clear, knowledge could only 
come in English. That was, that was [the impression] I had so I started to go that way, 
not the other, and then we learned that way.”513 Changing the language of learning 
caused a temporary epistemological paradigm shift for Filiana, who, perhaps 
fortunately, kept a yearning for the stories he had not learned in his mother tongue and 
later became involved in teaching literacy in his native language. However, he must 
have resisted this change to English, because he said that even in high school “I was 
brought up to the committee, the English-speaking committee, had punishments for 
talking in the ‘tok pies!’ ”514
When I asked him what was lost as a result of going to English as the language 
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when you are to explain concepts in English, if  you don’t know good English. But 
you are also lost good lang[uage]... ‘tok pies.’ Then some of the concepts are lost.”515 
He is saying here that you need to be able to understand the English language well in 
order to understand concepts that are more difficult as used by that language.516 When 
one’s mother tongue is not learned fluently it is not possible to grasp some o f the 
concepts related to the culture o f which that language is the expression. He went on to 
say, “And I think also fluent, you know, speaking fluently in ‘tok pies,’ in language, 
but those are lost. You look at the people who go out to the town; they look at it
c  I 7
completely different, because of some other things.” He did not go on to say just 
what these “other things” were, but part o f his point is that because they did not 
understand their own language fluently due to having moved to town, perhaps at an 
early age, concepts they would normally be familiar with are lost to them.
Not only did a person have to get used to the entirely new skill o f speaking a 
new language, the content of the stories and information in the new language was not
515 Ibid., 5.
516 See Beeby, [C. E. Beeby, “The Thesis o f Stages Fourteen Years Later,” 
International Review o f  Education 26, no. 4 (1980):451-474], 454, where he cites a re­
analysis o f educational data for India and Chile as reporting that “Verbal IQ of course, 
showed by far the strongest effect on student achievement. The next strongest effect 
was shown by Teaching Methods. Teacher Training showed slightly stronger effects 
than Home Background (Torsten Husen, et al., Teacher Training and Student 
Achievement in Less Developed Countries, World Bank Staff Working Paper, No. 310. 
Washington, D.C.: The World Bank, 1978).
517 Filiana, 6.
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all that relevant to the context o f the student either. Filiana went on to say, in response 
to talking about traditional values, “[T]hey couldn’t identify, you know, with normal 
written books, you know, what they’re trying to teach. Like social studies, [or] talk 
about leadership. That was okay, but, you know, back in the village how does it 
relate?”518
Summary: Western Schooling— The Intrusion of Innovation 
Purpose. Methods, and Context
My informants did not give me much data by which I could determine the 
purpose for doing Western-style schooling. However, my twenty-two years in Papua 
New Guinea taught me that both parents and students considered schooling to be the 
way to the “really good life” without realizing the goodness o f the life that they 
already had. They saw the material goods that the colonizers, expatriate businessmen, 
and missionaries possessed and believed that this was the “really good life.”519
518 Ibid., 9.
519 Thomas Webster noted that “The efficiency perspective, leading to a view 
common in the 1970's o f the curriculum being irrelevant, causing children to leave 
school, combined with the growing problem of educated unemployment that emerged 
in the 1960's, focused attention on the development of more relevant curricula. The 
introduction o f practical skills and the teaching o f a ruralised curriculum was proposed 
but was not acceptable as most parents and pupils desired an academic curriculum 
leading to wage employment” [Thomas Webster, Globalisation o f  Education Policies:
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Westem-style schooling was seen to be the path to this life. Webster stated that much 
o f this emphasis on economic development, from a policy point of view, came from 
influences outside the country rather than inside it. Speaking about the time just 
before independence, when Australia still had the final say about policy, Webster 
noted that the World Bank recommended that emphasis be put on the development of 
higher institutions o f learning in spite o f the fact that this would mean the denial of 
access for most o f the population to primary education. The purpose o f this was to 
ensure that a work force for economic growth would be created. Although this move 
was strongly resisted by the Papua New Guinea nationals on the National Education 
Board, the colonial government overrode these concerns and initiated the World Bank
Extent o f  External Influences on Contemporary Universal Primary Education Policies 
in Papua New Guinea (University o f Papua New Guinea Press, July 2000. ISBN: 
9980-084-094-3), < http://www.pngbuai.com/300socialsciences/education/policy/ 
globalization/default.htm> (15 July 2005), Chapter Two].
This phenomenon is further explained by Knauft, who stated “Though 
economists, political scientists, and global theorists stress the worldwide march of 
commodity markets, the desires incited by these commodities reach much farther than 
their material and economic acquisition. In economically marginal areas, the 
backwash o f so-called development often does not engage the material means of 
gaining wealth so much as it does the cultural imagination o f progress in the context of 
local power relations. Especially among the young and middle-aged, desire to pursue a 
lifestyle o f success associated with a wider world is blocked by lack of money, 
education, and access to government. If the means to satisfy aspirations are lacking, as 
they often are, it is not surprising that the values, meanings, and exhortations o f agents 
and institutions that are (emphasis in original) associated with a wider world attain 
special status. Hence it is also not surprising that people in conditions of economic 
marginality may contextually submit themselves to the authority o f one or another 
institution that they associate with the benefits o f a larger world” (7).
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recommendations.520 By the time of independence the value o f education for
economic development was entrenched in both the general population and many o f the
leaders. When a lot o f school leavers could not get jobs, a move to change the
curriculum failed because the general population did not want it. The approach
advocated by the World Bank to develop secondary education at the expense of
primary education proved to be a faulty approach, as the World Bank itself reported
later.521 As Webster said,
If early PNG [Papua New Guinea] education policy had focused on developing 
primary education in an equitable manner at independence, as desired by locals, 
perhaps the attainment of UPE [Universal Primary Education] would no longer 
be an issue. The World Bank today with hindsight pointed out that many 
countries with high economic growth rates such as South Korea and Taiwan 
expanded at the base (primary education) before expanding at the secondary and 
tertiary level and recommends that developing countries should learn from 
this.5
My informants spoke about some of the perceptions they had regarding the 
outcomes of their Western-style schooling which may relate to the purposes given 
above. One of the strong negative outcomes of their schooling was the desocialization 
that took place due to the loss o f contact time with significant family and village 
leaders. In essence, though unwittingly, they were trained away from their village life. 
They expressed a sense o f the loss of cultural values through failing to be at the right
520 Webster, Chapter Three.
521 Ibid.
522 Ibid., Chapter Two.
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place and time when the cultural stories were raised as various problems faced the 
community.
From my interview data on Western-style schooling several methods of 
instruction seemed prominent. First, my informants saw that there were definite 
stages to the instruction. They saw this by the way students moved to a different grade 
level each year, then to even higher levels when the stages of primary instruction were 
completed. Second, each day, for them and also as related by Knauft above, was 
highly programmed and this program pattern was repeated continually. The 
implication was that this was the best or, perhaps, the only way to learn. Third, the 
way in which the knowledge was gained was not primarily through the kinesthetic 
experience o f what was called activity learning in the chapter on incidental learning, 
but rather through visual channels using more abstract ways of learning such as 
reading and rote memorization through verbal repetition. In addition, the learner was 
required to assimilate a whole new set o f symbols through the learning o f a different 
language and the knowledge that was taught was presumed to come only or best in this 
new language.
The cognitive/affective context o f Westem-style learning was characterized 
generally by distance rather than the cultural value of closeness in instructor/leamer 
relationships, as found in incidental learning. This was caused not necessarily through 
the intent o f the instructor but by the way the system was set up. The instructors were 
generally strangers to the learners, and because the instruction was graded with a 
different instructor each year, there was little chance for long-term continuous
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
development of relationship. A second aspect o f the context was separation, at least 
partially, from the known context for learning. The classroom, for most o f the 
students, was away from the village, and certainly not connected with the normal 
activities o f the village. Learners were alienated from the normal learning processes 
o f life, often missing out on cultural learning, as noted in the chapter on Westem-style 
learning. The third aspect of the cognitive/affective context is what could be called 
the “fear factor.” The data showed that strict discipline through the primary years 
hindered learning because the learner was afraid to go close to the instructor showing 
a lack of understanding o f the content that was to be learned. Fear stifled the desire to 
know. Fear also was a further cause of the distancing of relationship with the 
instructor. However, in at least some of the cases this was mitigated by the use of 
praise for work well done. For Kinua, at least, the use o f praise was a positive 
motivating factor in spite o f the threat of strict discipline. However, it is assumed that 
the learner who rarely or never received praise would be negatively motivated by 
failure, the fear of failure, and fear of the instructor. Failure without the 
encouragement to succeed would have resulted in a continual downward spiral for 
many learners. The fourth aspect o f the context was the lack of choice in learning 
topics. The curriculum was set by a small group in authority who had a predetermined 
agenda for the instmction. The instruction was “one size fits all” and not tailored to 
learning style or to personal curiosity. The learner was required to leam what was set 
before him or her. It seems clear that with the dream of a better life through grasping 
the knowledge and skills given through mastering the subject matter, the learner was
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motivated to push through to the end, even though the learning may have been 
unsuited to individual style preference. Lastly, the Westem-style learning context 
brought conflict with cultural needs and displaced traditional culture by giving the 
sense that it was inferior. This was seen in the assumption that only the new language 
could provide the “good life.” Emphasis on learning the new language led to neglect 
o f the native language. This resulted in lack o f fluency in some areas in the native 
tongue, leading to intellectual gaps and the patterns o f learning having little relevance 
to cultural life.
Comparison of Westem-style Schooling with Traditional Initiation
It will be helpful in drawing this summary together to include a comparison of 
the salient points of Westem-style schooling with those found in traditional initiation 
processes. It is possible to see parallels to initiation in the descriptive references 
above about Westem-style schooling as well as some points of departure between the 
two systems. From the interviews there seem to be more similarities than differences. 
One o f the most obvious similarities is that both formal systems are highly concerned 
about time. Both Western schooling and initiation have a definite beginning and 
specific cut-off or finishing times, although in the Western schooling arrangement the 
time when one is finished varies on an individual basis. Another similarity relates to 
the relatively strict time schedule each system keeps; that is, there is a definite pattern 
that is followed in regard to the daily schedule. This probably varies more for
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initiation than for Western schooling, where it is related to the various purposes of the 
instructors for the content and ritual experience they are communicating to, and 
performing on behalf of, the learner. A third similarity is that of levels of 
accomplishment. Western schooling usually has two or three common levels through 
high school with various levels beyond high school, while initiation in Papua New 
Guinea can vary from few to many levels, depending on the society practicing 
initiation. Then there is the similarity in that both are distinctly directive in terms of 
instruction rather than exhibiting an exploratory style of learning. Both have a body of 
knowledge they believe is important for the learner to assimilate. We saw above the 
use o f rote memory and repeating back through question and answer in Western 
schooling. Although the skill of listening was more emphasized in initiation, it still 
exhibits a heavy reliance on memory. Fifth, in both initiation and Westem-style 
schooling the instructors are from outside the learner’s immediate family. Sixth, and 
last, as a general rule the relationship between the learner and the instructor is not a 
close one in either initiation or in Westem-style schooling. Time, style or method of 
learning, and leamer/instructor relationship all contrast with the informal learning that 
is the norm in village life.
A comparison o f initiation ordeals with disciplines found in Westem-style 
schooling reveals both a similarity and difference. In the ethnographies studied, the 
pain and fear factor for initiation was probably a lot higher than in Westem-style 
schooling. The similarity is that both use pain in the instructional process. The 
difference is that in initiation it seems that transformation is the result o f a higher level
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o f pain while in Westem-style schooling it seems that a lower level o f pain resulted in 
limiting the learning process. This seems counter-intuitive, but it may be that low 
levels o f pain only arouse resentment toward the instructor while higher levels o f pain, 
given abstract meaning as they are in initiation, may go beyond resentment to evoke 
association of the learning with the pain memory. In some cases the fear factor was 
mitigated by praise from the instructor in Westem-style instruction; however, 
mitigation o f fear by this or other means was not found in the ethnographic data on 
initiation.
There is at least one way in which Westem-style schooling as imported to Papua 
New Guinea differs from traditional initiation. That is the way in which instruction is 
communicated. In initiation there is a heavy reliance on lecture with no discussion or 
questioning, which is an oral method o f knowledge transmission. In Westem-style 
schooling there is a heavy emphasis on reading but also on rote memorization, with 
evaluation done by question and answer. Lecture in the format used by initiation 
emphasizes the authority o f the instructor, while reading emphasizes the authority o f a 
non-personal source, which might be said to have as its basis of authority the factual 
objectivity o f what is communicated. From the data above, the difference in 
memorization seems to have more to do with the relevance o f the material learned 
than the method used. When memorization is used with material that is not 
immediately relevant to the life o f the individual, as much of it seems to have been in
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Westem-style schooling, learning is not so easily accomplished, as there is no context 
into which application can be made.523
However, both Westem-style schooling and initiation use a greater degree of 
cognitive abstraction. They both, in contrast to informal learning, use systems of 
symbols to communicate meaning. Initiation seems to emphasize content and 
importance o f the content by the use o f symbolic communication methods, while 
Westem-style schooling seems to emphasize more of the content aspect than the 
importance aspect of that which the symbol communicates. Reading, the favored 
Westem-style method of symbolic communication, seems to emphasize transfer of 
information, while the use o f symbol in initiation through drama and other visual 
means emphasizes both information and the importance of the information through the 
use o f emotive devices. Along with this use o f symbols goes the obvious need to learn 
to decode the symbols.
523 Knauft identifies the problem of rote memorization as one o f lack of 
reflection when he states, “In the school setting, however, there is an active if 
unwitting socialization to absorb, be patient, and parrot without reflection” (188).
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CHAPTER 6
THE SYNTHESIZED CONTEXT: THE IDEAL LEARNING ENVIRONMENT
This chapter on the ideal learning environment explores the effect the coming of 
Westem-style schooling had on the perceptions of three of my informants regarding 
the learning process. My expectation was to observe some adaptations to their early 
learning experiences when given the opportunity to design their own learning 
environment. All three o f my informants were born just before Western schooling 
arrived in their home places. This means that the informal learning o f their earliest 
and most formative years was not conditioned by the intrusion of Western values and 
patterns which were often embedded in the formal schooling environment and which, 
over time, permeated the social life o f the people whose children were schooled there. 
My goal was to determine just what, if  any, effect they perceived that Western 
schooling had on their embedded understanding of how learning takes place. I wanted 
to see if, on the one hand, they had rejected either traditional learning or Western-style 
learning, or if, on the other hand, they had integrated their informal learning patterns 
with the Westem-style patterns to which they had been subjected, and consequently 
constructed some kind of a synthesis of it all. I wanted to do this by looking at what 
they considered to be an ideal learning environment and then determine where the 
various elements of their idealized learning environments came from in each of their 
backgrounds. In this chapter I look separately at each informant’s perspective,
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analyzing that perspective for its elements and their origins, and then look to see if a 
similar pattern emerges in all three.
The Interview Data for the Ideal Learning Environment
All three o f these informants were instructors, but each was in a different type of 
instructional environment. One was on a rural college campus that specialized in 
theological and pastoral training, one was in an urban setting seeking to train church 
lay persons for work in settlements around the town, and the third was an instructor 
training village people to do literacy work. As it turned out, all were in settings that 
allowed them the opportunity to experiment with instructional styles and adapt their 
instruction to suit their particular situation. Each informant was asked to describe 
what an ideal learning environment would look like if  he could design one. This 
discussion was preceded by questions relating to their own experience o f learning both 
through informal and formal settings. They related both good and bad experiences -  
what they liked and what they did not like, what they accepted and what they rejected, 
about their learning environments, which included both traditional and Western 
models.524 I have detailed the discussion by looking at each informant separately and 
drawing a theme from their perceptions. I then bring this together by discussing the 
similarities and differences in these themes.
524 Two informants, Kinua and Filiana, had exposure to initiation processes 
because initiation was practiced by their respective ethnic groups, but neither had 
direct experience of these processes. Opinga’s ethnic group did not practice initiation.
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Real Life and Real Knowledge
Kinua received three years formal teacher training for Westem-style schooling 
before becoming an elementary school teacher. He did this soon after finishing eighth 
grade because, as he said, .. when I finished my time in school I wasn’t able to go to 
high school because o f the high competition we have in the country, but a year later I 
had a chance to enter teacher’s college, so that helped me to understand and develop 
this ability as a teacher.”525 After teaching for some time his church sent him to 
school for five years o f theological training. He then served in various areas of 
pastoral ministry in the church for seven years526 before accepting an invitation to 
teach at the theological college where I interviewed him. His teaching focus had 
changed from children to adults.
In my interview with Kinua he gave me several examples o f his current practice 
in teaching before we even arrived at the question of what he dreamed was the ideal 
leaning environment. I will give here some examples of his thinking about his 
experiences with learning and instructing before dealing with his ultimate summary 
concept o f the ideal learning environment.
Kinua gave me an example o f how he created a successful learning environment 
when he was teaching mathematics to elementary school children. He said,
525 Kinua, 40.
526 Kinua, 45.
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I remember one time way back in my primary school teaching 
days. I could remember that lesson very well. I taught a maths lesson.
It was on subtraction and somehow a thought just came to me that I just 
have to demonstrate teaching subtraction in a practical way to my 
students. That was grade 3 students. What happened was [that] I went 
to the market, bought some tomatoes, went to the shop, bought some
S77chewing gum, some lollies, those little things and a couple things 
more, [and] brought them to class. To introduce the lesson I start 
teaching, introducing my subtraction lesson by those practical teaching 
aids that I bought from the market. When I talk about say five minus 
two, I’ll ask a child to come, I put five tomatoes, little ones, and I’ll ask 
one little boy to come up, ate [eat] two, and [ask him] “how many is 
left?”528
This example shows an influence from informal learning patterns. Learning, 
according to Kinua, in order to truly be learning, has to be activity learning. In this 
situation Kinua introduced the element of doing something practical in order to make 
the learning situation an experienced one. That this was perhaps an unusual way in 
this context to do this type o f lesson, perhaps not even taught as a valid method in the 
Western-style teacher training school, is seen in the following comment by Kinua in 
which he tells of the education inspector’s530 pleasure at Kinua’s creativity. I had
C 9 7
Another term for candy.
528 Kinua, 69.
529 It is not outside the realm o f possibility that those who were providers of 
teacher training had either not heard o f Dewey or Montessori, or had not taken them 
seriously. Teacher training was given by Australians based on the British system of 
Western education. Models from the United States were not followed. All early 
missionaries were from either Australia or Germany, and there was no German 
influence after World War I.
530 Beeby states that “The term ‘inspector o f schools’ is uncommon in the United 
States, where it tends to have a pejorative flavor.” The term “ ‘Supervisor’ is used
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asked Kinua if  the children loved learning that way, and he replied,
They loved that and that class.. .the principal education officer [of 
my island]531 was visiting my school and he came to my class and I was 
just beginning. I was a bit nervous in the first place thinking what is this 
man going to do with me now? I just kept going on with my lesson and 
he said, and he said, “Boy, I haven’t seen that lesson taught like what 
you are doing right now. But it’s an excellent way of teaching 
subtraction to the children. They ate it and there is no more there, it is 
really finished.” So that’s one of those exciting times.532
Previously, Kinua had given me a short summary of the history o f his work 
experience. He then went on to tell me that his experience in teaching and later in 
pastoral ministry had given him experiences that helped him know how to teach. He 
said,
.. .after my years o f experience teaching primary school kids, now, 
going back as a pastor after graduating from [the seminary], that 
changed my whole attitude toward teaching children, and focusing on 
teaching adult, training leaders. During my time, my seven years 
involving pastoral ministry in different areas of the church, helped me 
and really prepare me to come back to [the seminary] and to use those 
experiences, and those things, those experiences, really helped me. For 
example, even teaching on pastoral ministry, I know what I’m talking 
about. I’ve involved in it, and the things that I learned from when I was 
a pastor helps me to really get something in my teaching here at [the 
seminary]. That helps me when I taught something else to the students.
used instead and is intended to convey an impression o f professional leadership rather 
than authority.” However, “School inspectors in emergent countries usually have more 
direct authority than this.” Beeby notes, however, that “This distinction” between 
inspector and supervisor “is not, in fact, as great as is sometimes assumed” (C. E. 
Beeby, The Quality of Education in Developing Countries (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1966), 10-11, f. 4).
531 • •I have not given the name o f the island where Kinua taught in order to protect 
his identity.
532 Kinua, 71.
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I was not just talking about theory, but practical as well. That’s how I 
tend to get the knowledge how to teach... .533
For Kinua, then, real knowledge conies from experience, but experience can be 
used as an illustration while instructing others. Any illustration will help them 
understand cognitively or mentally what is being given, but learning is still not 
complete until it has been experienced by the new learner. In other words, knowing 
theory is not true learning. True learning only comes when one has put theory into 
practice and tested the theory in concrete life situations. Experience thus becomes a 
source not only for knowledge but also for the practical application o f knowledge to 
different situations. Later he affirmed this, saying, “I could see that that’s kind o f a 
dream that I have, that my students be practical students, what we taught them in 
classroom get them out involved with it.”534
When I asked Kinua if  adults should be taught differently than children, he 
replied,
I would say that the subject is different, but the method of teaching 
is the same, because the way you interact with children and the way you 
interact with adults is on two different levels, but the method that I 
apply, for example, I put out questions, giving freedom for them to ask 
questions and also for them to contribute. (You do the same for children 
as for adults?) That’s right, because that makes learning exciting, and 
the kids, I mean the children and the adults were excited, they feel that
533 Kinua, 45.
534 Kinua, 84.
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they have part to contribute to the subject that I am teaching and even
their contribution is well received.535
Here we see that Kinua believes that the method o f instruction for both child and adult 
is the same, that is, ask a question, make space for contributions, and receive the 
contributions in a particular way. This is a departure from Western theory, which 
asserts that adults learn differently than children.
Also, in response to his comment that “even their contribution is well received” I 
asked how the teacher should receive their answers. He told me, “The way that I am 
doing here, at [the seminary], in teaching adults, there are times that the answers that 
they gave is not really fitting the target that you want them to hit. But you can direct 
them to get that by giving hints, things like that, let them find out for themselves and
f - l /
this is really, I find it really exciting in teaching students here....” We see here a 
protecting o f the self-esteem of the individual, perhaps arising out of a cultural trait 
that avoids placing shame on others, but certainly holding to the high value 
Melanesians place on relationships. This type o f response enhances learning by giving 
time to the learner to seek an appropriate answer to the problem that has been posed.
It would seem to be a learning principle that insight gained by one’s own effort would 
create greater learning impact and permanence than would be true if something was 
simply given to the learner without cognitive effort on the part of the learner. Later, 
Kinua told me of an incident in which he felt he needed to correct the perceptions of
535 Kinua, 46.
536 Kinua, 47.
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an individual and he did it in a way in which he believed to be appropriate. He told
me, speaking from his evangelical Christian framework,
[in the seminary class] when I was talking about being bom again and a 
boy student who came and said “I didn’t believe in asking Jesus Christ 
to come into my life.” I didn’t get cross with him but I said “ Very good.
Come and talk to me.” And that’s what you say, “Come and talk to me 
after class.” I didn’t answer him right away, I call him into the office 
and I just pray and I said “Oh, I heard that you don’t want to ask Jesus 
to come into your life.” He said “No.” I said “Why?” And he said “I 
don’t believe. I’m doing these good works here, that’s enough. I’m 
already with the Lord.” I just explained more to him and I could see, at 
the end of our conversation, tears running down his eyes, he was so 
convicted, and he gave his life to the Lord Jesus. That was a joy. So 
there are special moments in my life.537
Here again we see that the process o f correcting perceptions works toward protecting
the self-esteem of the individual. In Kinua’s judgment this is best done in private with
clear explanation.538 We see reaffirmed here the value of personal relationship learned
so strongly from times o f informal learning.
At another point in the interview Kinua made the point that the ability to
perform responsibly is a mark o f ideal learning. We were talking about the age of
marriage in the context o f what constitutes adulthood. Kinua instructed me, saying,
“Age and marriage is two different things, Bruce. Marriage is get [to be gotten] later,
537 Kinua, 75.
C T O  .  .  i  .
To some Westerners Kinua’s approach may seem coercive or manipulative 
regarding the belief o f the student because his power of influence would possibly have 
been greater in private than in public. However, Kinua did not think about it that way, 
and I believe the general cultural consensus would agree with him. It seems the 
student may have also had a genuine change of mind because o f the “tears running 
down his eyes,” but this also, from a distance, is open to interpretation.
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but work and performance and skill is something that develops your life and your 
leaders begin to appreciate your manner towards these things. When someone is up to 
the age of getting married they have to say [first] this man is fit to get married 
now.” Marriage has more to do with being a reward for demonstrating 
responsibility than it is o f coming to a certain age. This way of thinking about rewards 
or privileges as a response to learning provides a powerful motivation to learn. This 
issue o f learning to become a responsible member of society is again linked to the idea 
o f pleasing those whose relationship is sought after. In this way the behavior o f the 
person is conditioned toward relationship and the rewards this offers and moves the 
ideal learning environment toward the more informal way of learning.
Kinua had an interesting perspective on the relevance o f the learning materials 
and concepts. At first glance his perspective seems to move away from a pattern of 
learning that mostly embodies characteristics of informal learning, but on closer 
examination his view can be seen to be an adaptation which accommodates his 
experience of informal learning. This can be seen from his comments on relevance. 
When asked what his feelings would be about a course that was not relevant to life, he 
said,
My approach to that when I was here, what I have in mind is that I 
have my third life o f birds flying high and looking down. I would be in 
a difficult situation to understand that if  I’m just looking at myself in my 
own denominational background, but when I come out 1 study with an 
open heart and open mind and I understand the weakness o f this one,
539 Kinua, 66.
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and then the strength, and I’ll draw my conclusion. That’s how I will 
look at such subject. I won’t just throw it out -  that’s rubbish or no 
good, no, I will analyze it carefully, the good part, its weakest part, or 
whatever, then I’ll draw my firm point.. ..I have a positive attitude to all 
the subjects that I take, whether they will be touching on some negative 
things about maybe my church, or my denomination, or whatever, or 
what I have learned from before, that didn’t hinder me, that helps me to 
analyze things.540
Notice that he uses a metaphor to assimilate what would not normally be 
relevant into the realm of relevancy. His “third life” is a placing of certain concepts he 
is learning into a holding pattern perspective that takes a big-picture view o f things 
and assumes that the concepts learned will be relevant at some point. Thus he is able 
to hold onto the informal learning ideal o f immediate application, usually achieved 
through active learning, but in this case put into the arena of critical thinking whereby 
irrelevant and negative meanings take on a positive aspect.
Notice also that the mental processes involved include critical thinking. Earlier 
he had stated that his instructors were “the best” because they provided an avenue for 
“thinking critically.”541 In the quote above he uses the word “analyze” to describe an 
aspect o f critical thinking. Here, I believe, is an important insight into how the 
Melanesian mind may process certain aspects of Westem-style learning that do not 
seem to fit a Melanesian cognitive mindset. The Melanesian mindset seems to be 
based, at least before the coming of Westem-style education, on immediate application
540 Kinua, 43, 44.
541 Kinua, 42.
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to experience. This application to experience must be present in order for the learning
experience to be considered adequate, meaningful, and real.
The teacher is part o f the learning environment and should perform in certain
ways in an ideal setting. Kinua expressed some convictions on this topic. He said,
referring to the theological training he undertook after teaching for a period o f time at
elementary school level,
What makes the teaching outstanding: I would almost say that almost all 
the teachers have matured [are mature] -  they were the best teachers, 
they were best teachers. I say they were best because o f the way they 
handled the subjects was thorough, and also providing avenue for 
thinking critically, and also with our own hearts as well. It makes us not 
only be academically smart, but it changed my life. That’s what I really 
treasure from my lecturers here [at the seminary] during those days.
Although the subjects were hard and the assignments were heavy I have 
no regret, I have just to go with them, to work with them and make sure 
I complete them.542
Kinua clearly thinks that the best teachers will be characterized by thoroughness, they 
will help the learner develop cognitively, particularly in the area o f critical thinking, 
and the learning experience will have practical outcomes for the learner.
For Kinua, commitment to the subject by the teacher is part o f the ideal learning 
environment. When I asked him what advice he would like to give to future teachers 
at the seminary, he said,
I found one, the commitment o f the teacher in the subject that he is 
doing and his preparation in the subject that he is teaching that’s very 
important. M ore preparation on  that. N o w  on the B iblical side it needs 
more preparation. That’s one thing I discovered here. I pray a lot for
542 Kinua, 42.
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my subjects before I present them to the class. So preparation is one.
Another part o f preparation is praying preparation because we are 
handling the truth and therefore we make sure what we get is from God 
to be able to really share it with the students. That’s a few things I have 
found in here. It’s the commitment that we have in our teaching 
ministry here.543
Kinua seems to define commitment in terms of the preparation necessary to teach 
successfully. I take it that he first thinks o f his previous training and teaching before 
coming to the seminary, because he talks o f preparation regarding the subject matter, 
but when he reflects on his seminary teaching (“the Biblical side”) he speaks of 
needing “more preparation” and goes on to talk of the personal preparation in terms of 
his spiritual life and the need to make sure that what is taught has been gotten “from 
God.” One must truly believe in the subject to be taught, and take the preparation 
aspect seriously. The overall sense I get from my informants is that those who taught 
the seminarians knew thoroughly the subject matter they were conveying to the 
learners. I believe this attitude o f Kinua is based on those models and transferred to 
himself.544 For a teacher to be respected as a good teacher, and to create the ideal 
learning environment, it will not do to be half-hearted about the subject matter.
Fie went on, then, to talk about some o f the practical issues of preparation that 
must be in place if one is to avoid treating the subject matter or the “teaching
543 Kinua, 52.
544 This makes sense when we understand that in Melanesian epistemology 
knowledge is finite and static. Classical teaching methods followed this pattern of 
knowing thoroughly and modeling this to the learner.
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ministry” lightly. He said, “the goals that we have..., for example, I have my lesson 
here. If I am to teach this subject, and we have to have a course outline and I have to 
have my goals -  aims, objectives are clear -  and make sure at the end o f the lesson we 
will start to see that the students will grow into that and they getting something. Then 
we as a teacher will be happy to see that our goals were clear. So those things are 
really the principles that I have seen as a teacher.”545 When I asked him if  he learned 
the idea o f having a goal for the lesson in his training to become a teacher, he replied, 
“Yes. And applying it to the teaching in [the seminary] is just the same.”546 I was 
curious to see if this issue of goal orientation could be linked to informal learning in 
some way, so I asked him if he thought his elders, in constructing a new dwelling, had 
any goals in having him watch them. His reply was insightful:
That’s a very interesting question. Really there must be goals not 
written but like an idea or a vision that they have seen that they would 
like to make this house this way. Right? Previously we don’t have 
architects and those who draw up plans, but we see the picture in our 
mind and then we start to make it into reality by putting up the structure.
Now for us when we look at that. How are we involved into that? We 
ourselves, you know the big men had to deal with as we were growing 
up as young boys, we’ll sit here, for example tying up the thatch roof 
going up, building it up, we’ll have one elderly person here, another 
elderly man here, another elderly man here and I would be sitting in the 
middle watching it be put together how they tie the thatch together, 
because we have to tie it in a certain way so we can prevent the wind 
from blowing it away. When they saw us tying it in the wrong way or 
we tie the wrong knot instead o f the right knot but we tie it in a clove
545 Kinua, 53.
546 Kinua, 54.
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hitch they would say, “oh, this is not right. Do it this way.” All right 
that’s how.547
From Kinua’s comments we can see all the steps of active learning discussed above -  
demonstration using the real object, observation, imitation, evaluation and correction. 
However, in addition to these, Kinua supposes that there must have been goals but 
they were not explicitly stated or written down. He implies that a conceptual pattern 
must have a goal. He relates this directly to the building of the house. But he also 
implies that there were learning goals as well on the part of his elders, even though 
they were never stated, such as, “I would like you to leam this.” He believes such 
goals were involved because the pattern o f the actions o f the elders toward the learners 
demonstrated this. Kinua believed in the importance of organization -  o f having goals 
and an outline which would help the student to focus. This he learned at teacher’s 
college. However, organization is part o f what it means to be human, so it was easy 
for him to see organization and goals in both formal and informal learning 
environments. The difference, I believe, is that in the formal setting, such as Western- 
style schooling, organization seems to be more explicitly taught, whereas, in the 
informal setting, organization is more implicitly caught, that is, understood and 
applied nonverbally from the cultural context. This obviously is a generalization and 
may not hold true in all settings either for traditional Melanesian informal learning, or 
for Western-style formal schooling, but it is useful as a construct to delineate the 
differing characteristics o f the two settings.
547 Kinua, 55.
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Kinua did have a constructive comment to make about the preparation or 
orientation o f a teacher new to the seminary setting. I had asked him what 
expectations were made of him when he first arrived as a teacher and he told me the 
following:
Quite recently, not [at] the first time [when] I came, nothing, but 
when I came we just go ahead straight. Everybody seems to know what 
they are doing, ah, I don’t know whether it’s good or not but [laughter, a 
bit extended]. Some things to bear in mind, to think about, to help us 
start it off [would have helped], but it seems they just give me my 
subject, “these are your subjects, go ahead.” But I feel that at least we 
should be introduced to what we will be doing, the requirement as an 
expectation of the teaching performance here. Quite recently, I think, 
we have two brothers who are now looking after us, they are putting 
some emphasis on that. I think it is good.548
Kinua seems to have struggled when he first arrived and wished that the learning 
environment had provided more for the teacher by way of orientation -  to familiarize 
him with the context and the texts, to set standards for preparation and performance in 
instructional skills.
It seems that at the time of the interview these matters were being addressed. He
had some interesting comments on developing the skill of marking papers and giving
grades. He noted,
We have before us, for example, with marking. We need to mark 
students fairly and not just giving them easy marks or mark them down 
or something, but we have to mark them properly. And I like the way 
we used to have things run. When I first came we have to double check 
our marking. If I am markfing] too easy then my brother says “this is 
too easy.” That will help me. But again, I really appreciate that. I don’t 
feel threatened about it. But I feel happy. (You mean another faculty
548 Kinua, 79.
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member looks at the papers that you marked?) Yes. My grades.
Comparing grades. (So is that happening now?) Oh yes. (Just spot 
check, or it’s not everything, surely.) The marks really need to be 
questioned. (By everyone?). With the Dean of Studies, or some 
responsible people who just check us. But sometimes I just took my 
own initiative just to cross-check with my friends. For example, I said,
“brother can I have, these here are my grades. Can you just compare 
them with yours?” (Oh, just comparing the final grade, but) Yeah (not 
actually comparing the marking o f papers, then.) Ah, yes, sometimes 
you do that, its more with the Dean of Studies who will check that one, 
but sometimes I just took the initiative to ask my brothers, “Can you 
check my list here making sure that I’m doing the right thing?” As I 
gave my paper to him, my marks to him, he says, “oh, we are each 
falling on the same category.” And I check again with another one of 
his [the student’s] teacher’s he says, “oh, we are just almost the same.”
And then that proves to me that I’m go -  I’m on the right road.549
Here again we see the value of relationship even among the teachers and especially in
the sense of establishing a new teacher in his or her role. The interdependency seen
here links to the cultural model o f village social relationships and ties to informal
learning through this common relationship thread.
Introduced to the faculty after Kinua started teaching at the seminary were two
additional resources, a faculty manual and a mentor, for which he voiced appreciation.
When I asked him if there were any expectations regarding classroom performance, he
stated,
Yes, preparation is one, and that also includes the help o f the,550 
they gave us a teaching, a faculty, manual that we read, then we analyze 
ourselves and make comments about ourselves what we have find 
[found], evaluate ourselves from the past lessons we taught on the
549 Kinua, 79.
550 This is transcribed as given, and is not a mistake.
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subject that we taught. I find it very helpful (You mean the manual?), 
yeah, the manual. But this really help us, making our minds always 
awake on what we are doing with our students. I find it very helpful 
although it takes sometimes a computer’s modules (So there’s some 
self-answer questions and that kind of thing, ah. Self-check kind of 
things.). Yes. Then we, after that, after complete your number of 
principles, then you come back and discuss it with the mentor. Our 
mentor is the Dean of Studies, where we discuss those things with him.
How we would overcome the problem of the past lesson. Well, I like 
that.551
I find that the practice of self-evaluation is a mixture, and quite a good one at that, of 
both informal and Westem-style schooling models. Self-evaluation tends to remove 
the fear o f shame from the evaluation. This reflects on the values o f the informal 
traditional model with its foundation in the system of relationships found at village 
level in Melanesian culture where informal learning was relatively free o f the shame 
factor. The converse would have been to be externally evaluated by an “inspector” 
who comes to sit in on the class and to tell the teacher what is being done well and 
what needs to be improved. This was done in the Westem-style schooling system in 
which Kinua was involved when teaching at elementary level. Also, including written 
materials aided by a computer module is an insertion of Western technology to assist 
the new teacher. This actually takes away from face-to-face relationships, but this is 
again balanced by the introduction o f the idea o f a mentor as someone with more 
experience to whom one can turn for help. Again, this links to the village cultural way 
o f doing informal learning.
551 Kinua, 82.
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After this discussion of what Kinua found to be the positive and negative 
experiences in his learning and teaching, I asked him to describe for me what the 
perfect learning environment would look like if  he could dream and have anything he 
wanted. His reply was interesting and indicated that he had already given some 
thought to this matter. He said,
Yeah. I have a dream in regards to this, I was thinking, looking at 
different methods o f teaching, and also, we also discussed that in one of 
our faculty sessions, about teaching becoming more practical, ah, I was 
thinking about my discipleship class. The way we teach here is 
according to the curriculum, and timing, and all that. But, for me, if  I 
am looking after my own Bible College, or my class, and been given the 
freedom to, have the freedom, obey even what God is challenging the 
student about right now, let’s go ahead and do it. When I think about 
the way Jesus taught his disciples I like that method, because he taught 
it with his life. He talks about prayer. He didn’t give a lecture on 
prayer, but he prays. And his disciples have to watch and see that’s 
what he’s doing and involve in them. Take the disciples asking “Lord, 
teach us how to pray.” And then he explained it, but his life really 
demonstrate[d] what prayer is all about.. .that’s [the] kind o f a dream 
that I have, that my students be practical students, what we taught them 
in [the] classroom get them out involved with it.
The theme o f activity learning, coming from the informal learning style learned in the
culture o f the village, dominates Kinua’s ideal learning environment. By this he
implies that the Westem-style model o f schooling was the dominant style in the
seminary where he was teaching. That the faculty had discussed the issue meant that
there was some unease at the lack of putting into practice what was being learned, and
c co
By “timing” Kinua means the institutionally set class schedule.
553 Kinua, 84.
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therefore was not being truly, or sufficiently learned. The faculty members were not 
confident that the cognitive input the students had received would be sufficient to 
make this learning permanent without the addition of activity learning. He also sees a 
set curriculum and the arbitrary class schedule as limiting the ability to get out and 
practice what is being cognitively assimilated in the classroom. Part o f this dream was 
that the teacher would be a mentor, as seen in his statement “when I’m giving [given] 
a chance as a teacher, giving me a chance to go out and speak, I like to have a student 
with me.”554 His idea of the way to get the students involved was to take them with 
him so that they could learn from him as a role model in the way he faced various 
practical situations.
When I asked him to compare his ideal learning environment with the formal 
training he had already received, he said, “Coming together as I have seen it in our 
early days o f childhood, I don’t know, maybe it was two different types o f learning, 
educational learning, and therefore it is a bit different.”555 His answer shows that he is 
taking his model for the ideal learning environment from his “early days of 
childhood,” or, in other words, the informal learning environment in which he grew 
up. He recognized that the context of the formal classroom learning of the Western- 
type schooling he had received did not accommodate itself to his concept o f what the 
ideal would be, but the informal context would do so.
554 Ibid., 85.
555 Ibid., 88.
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Kinua’s view of the ideal learning environment could be summed up as activity 
learning. He believed the student really learned when insights were gained through 
the student’s own interaction with the subject matter in a practical way. Even in the 
classroom, where there was little room for putting concepts to work, Kinua engaged 
the learners in dialogue with himself and with each other in order to grasp and 
assimilate the material.
Summarized in Table 3 is Kinua’s model for the ideal learning environment.
His model of learning strives to get people involved, to get them to experience the 
learning project in tangible ways by putting the learning content into practice. His 
purpose is to move the content from the theoretical realm to the practical application 
realm and for him learning does not really take place until it has been applied.
The cognitive/affective context in which learning takes place is characterized for 
Kinua by the immediacy of application and by critical thinking. Immediacy of 
application came out o f the period o f incidental learning in his life, while the critical 
thinking aspect came out o f his Westem-style education in the secondary and teacher 
training periods o f his schooling. As discussed above, his metaphor of flying above 
himself to look down on seemingly irrelevant material, that is, not immediately 
applicable, was the way in which he personalized critical thinking into his life and, 
presumably, took into his teaching style as well. That is, he valued information or 
ways o f doing things that were different from his own assumptions or ways o f doing 
things, and even though he may not have seen how they would work for him, he kept
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them in mind as possibilities to be explored and tested as opportunities presented 
themselves.
Table 3
Kinua’s Ideal Learning Environment: Activity Learning
Purpose o f the learning model
Get people involved: people learn best 
by getting involved, by “hands on” 
experience.







• Relevant -  immediate application
• Use teaching objectives
Instructor characteristics
• Skilled and demanding
• Thorough understanding of 
content/skill (application)
• Thorough preparation
• Mentor (relationship builder)
•  Self evaluating
• Orientation provided for “out of 
context” teaching setting (able to 
adjust to learner needs)
Kinua’s model shows several instructional characteristics. First, learning 
requires activity in order for knowledge to be assimilated or become “real.”
Knowledge without experience remains in the realm of theory and is not fully learned 
until it is put into practice. The instructor must provide the setting for activity learning
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
to take place. Second, along with this is the instructional characteristic of relevance or 
immediate application. That which is not relevant cannot be experienced, practiced, or 
applied. Third, instruction should provide for a process of questioning the material 
and dialoguing about it. This is not simply a rote question-and-answer method. What 
Kinua is after is for the learner to pursue the content mentally in order to come to grips 
with its meaning. The same holds true for dialogue. It is through questioning and 
processing the information together with others that it becomes understandable on the 
mental or, perhaps, theoretical level. Fourth is the matter of reward. For Kinua, 
reward was the result o f being able to perform responsibly. One was rewarded with 
marriage or made a leader when the elders saw that performance met expectations.
This type o f reward was relationship-based and was seen in his ideal learning 
environment in the reward of relationship given to the learner through the mentoring 
process. Fifth, Kinua believed that instruction should be intentional by being based on 
objectives. For him, the fact that students could “grow into” what was being taught 
was evidence that the setting o f the objectives was producing the ends desired by the 
instructor.
The characteristics o f the instructor followed on from the instructional methods. 
In order to achieve expected results in the ideal learning environment, Kinua believed, 
first, that the instructor should be a mentor, that is, someone who demonstrated for the 
learner how the task was to be accomplished. This could only be accomplished 
through good relationships, so the instructor also had to be a person who was willing 
to develop this with the learner or trainee. Second, the instructor must be skilled. For
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Kinua this meant that the instructor would have a thorough understanding o f the 
subject through preparing himself thoroughly. Third, the instructor would be 
demanding. This was seen from his comment of appreciation for the instructors who 
gave heavy assignments even when the subject was hard. Fourth, the instructor would 
practice self-evaluation, and last, would make sure that when in a strange setting 
would orient himself to the learners’ needs before attempting the instructional process.
Mentoring
When Opinga finished grade ten he worked with the Department of Agriculture 
doing a year o f field training before attending an agriculture college for two years. 
After finishing this course he did one year o f pre-service training at a teacher’s college 
receiving a diploma in secondary teaching. Following this he was employed for ten 
years in the agricultural training program of a well-known school in the country. After 
this he earned a degree in theological studies. When I interviewed him he had been 
running an urban based program for eight years which involved teaching urban 
dwellers various aspects o f Christian living and church leadership. Most o f this 
section is based on his experiences in this urban-based program, as this is where he 
experimented with developing his own teaching style. I will attempt to give enough of 
our interview to show how he went about the process of education in that context.
I asked Opinga if, by the end of grade six, he liked learning more in a certain 
way or learned more easily in a certain way. He responded by saying, “Yes, ah, after
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the 6th grade we, and after in the system, there’s a method that they were using -  the 
teachers would stand at the front and talk and we would listen -  ask questions from the 
front and we would answer from the back and after 6 years we kind o f get into that 
system of training that they were enforcing on us and so it was like coming to adapting 
to this style o f learning.”556 Opinga could not say that this was his preferred learning 
style. Rather, he indicated that this was the style, in his memory at least, that was used 
continuously and to which all the students adapted. This early impact influenced 
Opinga’s vision of an ideal learning environment, as we shall see later.
By the time o f my interview with Opinga, he had taken the mentoring form of 
teaching as his preferred method. When he moved into the urban setting for teaching 
he tried to model the way in which he had been taught in his theological training but 
found that it did not work well. He had already indicated to me earlier in the interview 
that he had changed his approach to teaching so I asked him to amplify for me what he 
meant. He said,
[W]hen I came [to teach in this urban area] I thought that I knew and I 
had the answers for the church with all my theological training and 
thinking that I would explain all the theological words with people, and 
solve their problems, but that didn’t come about. Then while doing that 
I was more frustrated, but I decided to take a mentor road and as part of 
my [teaching o f the] courses I encouraged our students to have mentors 
from their own churches and so I started to mentor their mentors and 
also the students so I had time with the mentors and not only the 
mentors, I could show mentors how to encourage and motivate the 
students and also sit down with them and discuss with them the issues
556 Opinga, 58.
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and help them to understand the ministry and also discuss the problems 
that the students are facing in their ministry.
At the same time the mentors again come to me and look to me as 
the one who can provide assistance for them as a resource person and so 
I gave them books or I suggested [to] them books, to sit down and 
discuss the issues and think of options that they can work on. But 
especially when I am talking with them I share with them the options 
that I have worked [out] myself not only sharing good ideas but 
something that I had tried and something that I know has worked for 
me.557
It can be seen here that Opinga opted for a relational or “showing” style o f teaching as 
opposed to a cognitive or “telling” style o f teaching. The theological training he had 
received was given to him on the basis o f knowledge rather than relationship, but the 
knowledge approach did not solve the problems the urban students were facing. His 
solution was to take a more participative approach which involved what he calls 
“mentoring” on two levels. He found mentors for the students and he also mentored 
the students and their mentors. The mentors for the students were there to help the 
students put into practice in their church work what they were learning in the 
classroom. This approach, with its strong emphasis on relationship, was an attempt to 
overcome the “knowledge” barrier that classroom learning tends to create, that is, the 
issue of knowing something theoretically can, in a sense, make one think that the 
concepts are learned, while in the view o f my informant the concepts were not learned 
until the answers were put into practice in everyday life. This approach links strongly 
to the informal type of learning that took place in his culture, as seen above in the 
section on informal learning.
557 Ibid., 65.
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Opinga went on to give me an illustration o f making the teaching experiential in 
his class:
... [T]here’s one experience that I had that made me very, I felt very, 
very happy, and I felt more satisfied. Feeling that maybe this is a good 
way of doing things. .. .1 had a new encounter with God, and I felt very 
different, and so I started to share with the students how that 
happened.. .One of my students got up and said, “Brother, I know what 
you are talking about.” And in Pidgin he said, “mi ting olsem em sikret 
bilong mi tasol.” He said, “Em sikret bilong mi.”558 He said, “I have 
started to build a relationship with the Holy Spirit and I’m walking with 
him. And he talks to me. When I am in problem, when I don’t know 
what to do, and how to go about things, I pray and I say to him, “Spirit 
of God, give me response and show me how I should do this,” and he 
does it. He helps me the moment I ask.” And the others said, “Oh, we 
are not experience [have not experienced], we want to experience this,” 
so I prayed for those.
Opinga went on to tell o f the results o f this sharing time and its impact on him by 
saying,
Gradually after a month’s time they started to tell me about their 
experience with the Holy Spirit. .. .And so they came up and 
said.. .“Yes, we are believers o f the Holy Spirit. We know about the 
Holy Spirit this time, but we have not experienced him in this way that 
you have told us, and we are finding....” And that kind of, you know, 
made me to feel.. .what I am walking they are able to walk because I 
experience it and I’m able to tell them what I am experiencing and so 
they too are proving, and that’s kind o f making me feeling satisfied.
Not only satisfied but encourages me that its more of a, something that 
you are experiencing that at the same time finding important to them.559 
And at the same time the students are beginning to trust me because of
558 The English translation o f these Melanesian Pidgin words is “I thought it was 
only my secret,” and “It is my secret.”
559 ,Opinga, 74.
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the experience that they are getting.. .So now they will say “our teacher
knows what he is talking about.”5 0
Introduced here is the additional insight o f learning as shared experience. Learning 
happens where there is two-way teaching, or group learning. Not all their experiences 
were the same, nor did Opinga expect them to be, but they all shared the same key 
concepts around which each individual experience occurred.
However, because knowledge must be experienced in order to be truly known 
does not mean that classroom instruction is set aside. What Opinga said was that the 
words he was using, theological ones, were not by themselves helping to solve the real 
issues they faced in everyday life. He told me that in his agricultural teaching most of 
the instruction could be demonstrated, but went on to say, “whereas with my new 
theological training it was far different. Yes, there were things that I needed to model 
and to show the students, but it was not all the time. There were some times when I 
really needed to give instructions and I made sure that the instructions I was giving 
were clear and were well understood and so I needed to be more simple in my 
explanations.”561 I asked him to connect the idea o f being simple with the idea of 
being clear, and he said, “Especially with using the theological terms, words like 
‘justification’ and even the word ‘grace’ and the word ‘love.’ I mean those are 
common words but I needed to use it in a way, put it in the ways that people
560 Ibid., 75.
561 Ibid., 68.
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S A9understood rather than saying the word ‘love,’ rather than saying the word ‘grace.’”
To explain how he knew that his students were not understanding what he was 
teaching, he told me, “People have used the same words that was not really shown in 
their lives. They speak about words, they can speak about phrases, but those became a 
favorite phrases, or a Christian phrases -  they would speak it but they wouldn’t, they
SATwouldn’t really live in their, they wouldn’t even work in their lives.” He saw that if 
they really knew the meaning of the words they were using, these words and concepts 
would have had an impact on their lives.
Opinga knew that instruction would have to include more than just showing 
people what to do -  there needed to be a verbalized cognitive structure to the 
knowledge he wanted to impart, but he also began to realize that there were certain 
skills involved if this was to be done successfully. The method o f teaching here is 
telling, but the skill involved could be called “dispersing, or evaporating, cognitive 
fog.” The existence of cognitive fog has to first be recognized and Opinga told me, 
“it’s very simple for me to tell now after some time o f training. I know. By looking at 
the students and looking at their faces and looking at their expressions that they put on 
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Life actions, that is, a facial expression, perhaps, and a demonstration o f life change, 
then, are the tests of whether cognitive fog has been dispersed or not.
I tried to tie this idea of sharing from experience back to Opinga’s village 
experience by using an illustration o f building a boat with his father, but this led 
Opinga to another thought dealing with experience as it relates to trust and respect.
He said, “And at the same time the students are beginning to trust me because o f the 
experience that they are getting in the word.565 So now they will say ‘our teacher 
knows what he is talking about.’.. .It’s making them more receptive and then ready to 
listen and at the same time they have more respect for me.”566 The students were 
doing their own study of the Christian scriptures and trust in Opinga was building 
because they were finding that what he was telling them was actually working out in 
their experience as well. I followed up this issue of respect by suggesting that in the 
village he would observe his uncle and had a great deal of respect for him because 
there was a big age difference between his uncle and himself. Opinga replied, saying, 
“Big age difference and at the same time the power that he has exercised in the 
community and is known for the particular area that he teach.”567 More than the age 
difference was the ability and skill and knowledge that his uncle had which made
565 B y “w ord” O pinga m eans the “W ord o f  G od,” The Bible.
566 Ibid., 75, 76.
567 Ibid., 77.
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Opinga respect him. The external result o f this knowledge and skill was power, but it 
was not empty knowledge. Rather, the knowledge that his uncle possessed could be 
used as influence upon those around him. In the same way, Opinga’s experiences 
gave him a knowledge that caused his students to respect him. He had a certain 
respect because of his intellectual knowledge, but an entirely different kind of respect 
for his experiential knowledge.
Opinga also used experience as a fulcrum to get his students to think deeply. 
When I asked him what he did to help his students think this way, he said,
I ask questions and set them homework to write papers by asking 
deeper questions and I give them time to think about it. So if I want a 
better answers then I keep thinking, I give them time to think about [it],
.. .and when they come they come more prepared. Whereas if  you ask 
them a question now they probably just throw them from their head of 
maybe what they’ve heard from other people without their own 
thinking. So I give them time to think about it and then I tell them, if 
they’re quoting from the book, I tell them, “that’s what I read too from 
the book, but I want your answer.” That’s what I am trying to do. And 
I like using this plan, you know, I don’t have notes, taking books. I talk 
to them straight.568
Opinga required his students to think for themselves. This would require drawing on 
their own experience in order to reason the answer for themselves. However, 
embedded in this response are other issues regarding the development of cognitive 
ability which I take here to apply to the areas o f critical and analytical thinking.569 He
568 Ibid., 83.
569 Opinga does not demonstrate here that his students were being required to 
think analytically, but I believe he implies the process of analysis by causing them to 
question or evaluate their answers.
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notes, first of all, that the questions have to be o f great enough difficulty to stretch the 
student mentally. Then, there is the crucial role of time to formulate an adequate 
answer. Thirdly, there is the confrontation o f one’s own thinking versus that o f others, 
and finally, there is the role o f openness and intellectual honesty seen in Opinga’s 
phrase “I talk to them straight.” It seems to be important that, in order to get his 
students to think deeply, he “talks to them straight.” He does not read from notes he 
compiled in his own schooling or from his own study of the subject, nor does he read 
from books as if  to use the authority o f some other person to teach his students. He 
“talks to them straight,” that is, looking at them and engaging them with direct mental 
stimulation as if  he has internalized all that they need to know. This seems to be a 
form of what has been called the “Socratic method.” Opinga uses direct discourse, 
with student interaction, and probably is relying on some of the methodology he 
absorbed in elementary school, as mentioned earlier.
When I asked Opinga what methods he used in his teaching practice he 
responded by saying, “Modeling. .. .And being an example to them. And building 
relationships. And being serious about things.”570 He explained the model that he 
uses by saying,
And there is a model. I kind of become a participator and I just 
appreciate them and create a lot of discussion questions and get them to 
talk and to share ideas and then you are able to [know] who is 
understanding and who does really not understood this [understand
570 Ibid., 86.
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these] ideas. I do a lot o f discussion [several undecipherable words], 
getting into groups and brainstorm things. So different ones participate, 
not different, but almost encouraging all o f them to take part in sharing 
and get one recorder amongst them so he reports back. And then I 
summarize it and when I have summarized it I tell them what is right 
and what is wrong, how we should do it.571
Opinga thus sees himself as a facilitator of dialogue and he models this for the 
students. To do this he becomes one of the participants in the dialogue, encouraging 
others and asking the questions that will get the dialogue moving. From the dialogue 
he also gets evaluative feedback on how well the students are understanding the topic 
under discussion. Finally, the shame factor (of not knowing) is removed by having 
one person summarize the discussion and report back to the wider group. At this point 
Opinga summarizes the various summaries of the small discussion-group recorders 
and either affirms the points made or gives correction by telling his view on the 
direction the discussion should have been taken by the class.
When I asked him how he made sure everyone in the group was contributing to 
the discussion, he intimated that he was concerned about every member participating 
by saying, “I kind of go from group to group. I go and circulate. I go and sit five 
minutes, discuss with them, talk with them, get them talking, and then I would move 
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Our interview turned to the topic o f the ideal learning environment. Opinga 
described his ideal learning environment in a way that reflected his experience of 
needing to find a more suitable model when he shifted from teaching agriculture to 
teaching theology-based subject material. This can be seen in his final comment 
summarizing our discussion o f the ideal learning environment. I commented that he 
had drawn up a method here and asked him if he had seen what he was doing 
anywhere along his path of receiving or giving instruction. He replied,
This has not come to light in the past because this thing has 
become kind o f an experimental [sic] and even the teaching methods 
were kind of experimenting -  you do one thing and see whether it will 
work or if  it is the right kind of method to use. I think as we are 
working through it, growing in it and you begin to decide which method 
will have more impact on their lives and will have lasting impact on the 
student. Again, all o f them are good methods but depending on the 
situations and what works.
From this comment I observe that first, he did not follow any particular model that he 
had already observed over his own lifetime, and second, he has used a thoroughly 
pragmatic process in selecting the tools that would best fit the context in which he was 
working.
Opinga began his comments on his vision of the ideal learning environment by 
saying “[M]y thinking would be depending on, if  I was running a church... what kind 
of workers do I want, and included with the kind of workers do I want, can [I] help
573 Ibid., 112.
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them develop curriculums that would meet my goals.”574 It is apparent from the 
beginning of this discussion that Opinga is envisioning himself as a leader in the 
particular environment of a church. He would be responsible for finding volunteers 
and these people would be teachers who would develop subjects for a curriculum that 
would meet goals that Opinga knew would be necessary for sustaining the work of 
that particular church. My observation here is that he is not thinking in general terms 
of all teaching situations, but the particular one that he perhaps dreamed of being in. 
When I asked him to explain what he meant by goals, he said, “whatever] would be 
the most efficient way to produce the quality performance.”575 By this he said he 
meant “the simplest and the available methods in that context to meet the need of the 
situation o f the time.”576 He said he would find the simplest and most available 
methods “Through discussions, the observations o f the situation, what is happening 
around the place, and what will you do to correct the situation.”577
It is important to note here that Opinga speaks o f “the need of the situation.” In 
the village situation it seems that change came at a much slower pace than in the urban 
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initiation, remain relatively static over time, with shifts in perspective happening 
perhaps only from generation to generation. The instructor in the traditional 
environment did not need to be particularly creative in finding new solutions to 
problems and in any case has the support o f the village social system. Opinga, on the 
other hand, was dealing with a diverse urban population. He said, “So even [though]
• 578the settlements are all in [the urban area], the different ones have different needs.”' 
This required that he find a method to determine what to give them by way of 
instruction and to do it in such a way that it provided solutions in an efficient manner, 
supposedly because his status as an instructor and helper with the problems would 
have suffered if  his method had been grossly inefficient.
Opinga gave me an example. He said,
I started with teaching a version o f [our program] but [after a time, I 
realized] for me to run it [there in our classroom at our town compound], 
people wouldn’t come. So I had to take the teaching to where they are, 
meaning [I had to] “go to the settlements where the people are.” And 
when I go to the settlements - there are three settlements here, Kamp 
Kumu, [place name and phrase here which are unclear on the tape], and 
then there’s Two Mile up there, but I go to the settlements, I talk with 
people, just go in there talking with people, and through observation I 
draw up programs for the courses that would help people o f that 
settlement.579
When I suggested he drew up the programs because the people talked to him and 
shared their problems, he agreed, but emphasized his role by saying “And I, through
578 Ibid., 101.
579 Ibid., 99.
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observation.”580 The issue was that he would observe the need, talk to the people to 
confirm it and to motivate them that he could help, and then lay out a program that 
would help the need. This is different from what he was doing when he brought them 
into his classroom on his base. He said, “I have been struggling w ith.. .bringing 
everybody into one place and teaching them. ... [I]n our training program here.. .the 
people come in to the [base] for training and they come from different comers, and
c o  i
sometimes we, they have all sorts o f problems, and the attendance is very poor.”'
There he would have the same curriculum for everyone regardless o f their specific 
need and as a result was getting poor attendance, but now he was meeting felt needs 
and, in addition, made it easier for the people to attend the instruction by taking the 
instruction to where they were located. When I suggested that he would probably 
increase attendance at his seminars by taking the instruction out to the settlements 
where the people lived, he said, “Oh, yes. We have a good number that way and at the 
same time I’m making myself become more popular. And so it’s protecting me from
c o o
the rascals (i.e., criminals) [because those people] get to know me.”
In this setting he worked to multiply his results by finding those who could also 
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[W]hen I do that [teach in the settlements] I ask them to multiply what 
I’ve taught, and run a Bible study, run their groups in their own 
settlements, so those who have been coming pass it on. So they run 
their own small groups. Different ones start their own groups and they 
start sharing the same ideas that I’ve taught. The same [a word here is 
hard to decipher - 1 assume it is “lessons”] that I’ve given, they run it in 
their cell groups so they take it as a personal cell group and keep on 
multiplying it. There are different ways of multiplying them. But I 
found that that’s also meeting the needs of the people and the word is
C O -3
getting across.
In this way he worked at making himself more efficient. When I asked him how he 
went about finding people to start and lead their own small groups, he said,
Yes, when I go to the settlements I meet with the people and I find 
out who’s the leaders and who are doing bible studies and I invite them 
to come to my classes. So I do the homework first. .. .Then I make 
invitation to them. They come from different churches and so from then 
on I teach them, and then after this class they can go back to their own 
churches and then run their cell groups (or in the community, even?).
Yes. That’s one example o f what we are doing.584
Opinga uses existing leadership, those who have leadership qualities and are currently 
functioning as leaders, to further the work that he himself wants to do. He does this by 
instructing them in the lesson which they then repeat in their own small group.
Opinga gave me one other example of how he worked to construct for himself 
the ideal learning environment. I knew that he was involved in a kind of chaplaincy 
work within the prison and using programmed materials as his teaching method. I 
asked him what he would do to set up the ideal learning environment there. He told
583 Ibid., 102.
584 Ibid., 103.
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me,
I am now beginning to change my, ah, strategy -  I’m using the 
Bible [instead o f the programmed materials]. So I teach from the Bible, 
and I get them to go through the Bible with me. In that way they know 
how to use the Bible, and they read the Bible, not the materials. ... So I 
was using [the programmed] materials and at the same time, it was 
good. They enjoyed them, the materials, and they are learning a lot 
from the materials, but on my side it has become very expensive for me 
to provide materials for 100 or more. (Oh, because they can’t raise the 
money for it.) Right.
At the same time I needed to, I really need to do something that 
would last longer that would become more permanent and that was to 
encourage them to read from their Bible, study their Bible, and get to 
know how to use their Bible. So I started to use this observation method 
again. I tell them to use their Bibles and then I tell them “OK, what 
does the Scripture say?” Get them to reply. “What does it mean?” To 
get them into groups and we discuss about it. And then after our 
reporting back I ask how do they apply this? And that’s becoming more 
useful at this time and so they are beginning to use their Bible and 
reading their Bible.585
Again Opinga is using intentional observation as a method for problem solving as well
as using small groups to enhance discussion. Here again Opinga assesses the situation
and devises a solution, showing again that the context determines the strategy and
method.
When I asked him if he taught the whole group of one hundred people at one 
time by himself, he replied, “I teach the leaders. (So there’s some leadership there?) 
Yes, there is leadership there. So I teach the leaders and the leader’s responsibility is 
to be shepherds during the week.”586 Here again, as in the settlements, Opinga
585 Ibid., 107.
586 Ibid., 109.
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distributes or multiplies his instructional role, and again he uses immediate replication 
or duplication as a method of teacher training.
Opinga’s ideal learning environment model is summarized in Table 4. Opinga 
wants the learner connected with other learners in a group and connected with the 
instructor as a mentor. He believes that people learn best by working together in a 
relationship guided by the instructor. In this the instructor would work alongside the 
learners showing them how to put concepts into practice.
There were several attributes to the cognitive/affective aspect o f Opinga’s ideal 
learning environment. In this learning context he believed that, first, the content 
needed to be experiential; that is, the learner needed to live out what was being 
learned. For him, as well as for Kinua, the content was not really learned until it had 
been put into practice. Second, he believed that learning is a verbal sharing of 
experience and happens best when group members are exposing their understanding to 
one another. Experiences among the group members may differ but by sharing the 
telling o f the experience common key concepts can be distilled that will illuminate the 
topic under discussion. Third, he believed that learning would take place when his 
students thought deeply and analytically. He made this happen by asking hard 
questions that would force his learners to question their experience. He would also 
require them to subject their thinking to the group for evaluation. He required of his 
learners the skills o f observation and analysis and practiced these himself. Finally, he 
believed that learners were motivated to learn when they were in the context o f a 
mentoring relationship.
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Table 4
Opinga’s Ideal Learning Environment: Mentoring
Purpose o f the learning model
Get people working together: people learn 





• Questions/ group repsonses
• Critical thinking
o Observation and analysis




• Time to formulate/reflect
• Direct speech
• Showing, demonstrating, mentoring
• Continual re-transmission of 
knowledge
Instructor characteristics
• Direct speech -  not read notes or 
books
• Model/mentor/ relationship builder
• Participant
• Serious regarding 
content/application
• Goal-oriented
• Sensitive to learner needs
• Sensitive to feelings (shame)
In addition to the above, his instructional methods included making abstract 
concepts easier by taking the terms used to describe these concepts and making them 
simple and using them in the language o f life. By doing this he dispelled the 
“cognitive fog” surrounding a word or expression. By relating the abstract to life he
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was able to help learners surmount the cognitive blockages they had to these concepts. 
Second, he used the technique of giving time to reflect and formulate answers to 
questions rather than just expecting memorization and rote answers. Third, he used 
communication methods that were direct, using no notes, and straightforward and 
honest in attacking the topic under discussion. This kind of delivery, coupled with the 
use o f questions, tries to get to the point of the discussion through the use o f reason
• 587and evaluation in a similar way to that used by Socrates in ancient Greek society.' 
Fourth, along with this he worked to facilitate dialogue in order to open up discussion 
between students, valuing their contribution by placing them in discussion groups and 
getting feedback through a spokesperson for the group. Finally, he also believed that 
instruction should include the continual re-transmission of knowledge. He did not just 
provide a forum in which people could learn. He also provided the process whereby 
his learners could take what they had learned and transmit it to others. In this way he 
multiplied his results and made his own instruction more wide-reaching and his time 
more efficiently used.
Opinga believed that the instructor should not give instruction from notes or 
books but rather speak directly to the learners, engaging them with directness. This 
included the confrontation of his thinking with theirs as well as openness and honesty 
in dialogue. Second, he himself was a participant in the dialogic process, not just a
587 •Leslie Stevenson and David L. Haberman, Ten Theories o f  Human Nature,
3rd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 90 (revised and expanded ed. of 
Seven Theories o f  Human Nature, 2nd ed.).
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facilitator for others. He did this through encouraging others to engage and through 
asking questions to get the discussion underway. Third, he believed an instructor 
should model the learning process for the learner as well as model the behavioral 
aspects o f the content. In this way, through preparation of life and presentation of 
content he would show himself serious about the content and its application, thus 
demonstrating his fourth characteristic of the instructor. Fifth, Opinga believed that 
the instructor in the ideal learning environment would be a relationship builder. He 
demonstrated this by providing for learning needs in the settlements and by getting 
members o f discussion groups relating to each other. His style of helping people 
disclose their personal experiences also led to relationship building. Sixth, he 
believed an instructor should be sensitive to the feelings of learners and structure 
discussion and reporting in such a way that the shame factor was minimized. Seventh 
was his belief that the instructor should be sensitive to the needs o f individuals and 
groups o f people. He showed that he accomplished this by being observant o f the 
contexts in which he found the learners and social groupings of people. Last, he 
believed that the instructor should be goal-oriented. This aspect o f the ideal learning 
environment was seen in several ways. When he practiced intentional modeling he 
was being goal-oriented. When he set up programs for settlements he was being goal- 
oriented. When he used experience as a fulcrum to get his students to think deeply he 
was being goal-oriented. By “goal” he meant “the most efficient way to produce the
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quality performance.” His ideal learning environment used mentoring as a 
relationship-based system but also used practical skills such as goal setting and 
adapting to the need of the situation to accomplish the work in an efficient manner.
The data seem to support the view that the basis of Opinga’s ideal learning 
environment is mentoring, but because he wants to maximize effectiveness he uses a 
particular process to get there. This process includes instructor observation of the 
situation and consultation with learners to assess needs and determine what methods 
are available and choose the simplest ones, that is, those the learners can grasp readily. 
The “simplest method” seems to be “get them to observe,” and to use question-and- 
answer dialogue for starting discussion. He also relies heavily on problem solving 
through small group discussion.
Negotiated Learning
Filiana received formal Western-type schooling that extended through one year 
at university, but he did not have any formal training as a teacher. Almost from the 
time he left university he has been involved in literacy work. He said, “I just finished 
university, ... [SJpent time at home, got married, and got involved in translation
588 Opinga, 96.
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work.”589 When I asked him how he got involved in translation work, he stated how 
this happened and went on to tell me how it evolved into literacy training. He said, 
“ [I]t was a national project,590 .. .and they were looking for people with, you know, 
good English to help with the bad translation. So they approach[ed] me and I said, 
“Yes, that’s okay!” So that’s how I got involved. ... And then while in the village, 
one o f the [translation agency] literacy consultants ran a writer’s workshop for our 
program, and then she saw the way I was sharing, helping out the lay teachers, and she 
said, “I think you have a potential” . .. .[S]o that’s how I got involved. Involved in 
training.”591 Filiana’s teacher training was gained through on the job experience while 
occupied in this work. This experience was gained, not on his own, but by being 
coupled in an apprenticeship-style arrangement with another more experienced trainer. 
He told me,
We started up at [a Catholic school in the Highlands]... What I learned 
at that time, you know, was different types of presentation, you know, 
standing out in front of college students, and doing presentations. That 
was my challenge, but I was confident. Because of the subject involved,
I knew what I was talking about. . . .But, I think, the way I was, [the 
way] they got me involved was good for me in a way because they were,
I was co-presenting with somebody else, so we planned it together and 
then she - it was a lady - so she presented and I presented some o f it, so 
that helped me. You know, working together. Right from the start, you 
know, planning the lesson, presenting it, going back up to the person
589 Filiana, 14.
590 That is, not an expatriate-run project.
591 Ibid., 15.
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there and talking about it, you know, how could we have made it better,
SQ9that really helped. That really helped me.”
On another occasion, while still learning to be a teacher of literacy, he was going with 
a translation consultant to another part o f the country to do the literacy course. He 
said, “ [W]e planned to do our course in Milne Bay, and I was on my way and then she 
got sick in Moresby. She went for [an] operation and she encouraged me to go ahead 
with the workshop. And, you know, I couldn’t have done that if  I knew she was not 
coming, but I was already on my way. So that helped me. So, to me, like, you know, 
we can always look on somebody else, but if  that somebody else is removed I guess 
you need to go, so in a way that helped me to do it on my own and to have 
confidence.”593 In this instance Filiana experienced a serendipitous learning 
experience. He found that his mentor had confidence in his potential and capability, 
even though he did not have this confidence in himself as yet. It is on the basis o f his 
relationship with his mentor that he rises to the occasion. He is able to fulfill a task 
which he would not previously have considered himself capable of performing. Being 
emotionally undergirded by the confidence o f his mentor he finds that he is able to 
accomplish the task, and moves away from dependency to independence, and as will 
be seen later, to interdependency.
592 Ibid., 16, 17.
593 Ibid., 43.
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When I asked Filiana to comment on the differences he saw between the 
instruction and learning environments he had experienced in both his Westem-style 
schooling and his own culture he went right to the subject o f relationships, saying,
I think it’s the, when we talk about actually doing work, you 
know, sometimes you594 concentrate on the work, on the task and not 
build relationships. I think that’s the biggest issue. You know, like I 
knew you before you came for the interview, that’s good for me. And 
same as, you know, somebody coming and, you know, start talking 
about work without getting to know who you are, you know what sort of 
things you do. I think that’s important. But in the Melanesian culture 
we build relationships and then the task comes later. That way you 
don’t, you don’t tell people what you are doing, you can start working 
and they, because they know you, through relationship building, they 
can just come and help. That’s how I see things.595
Filiana is expressing a philosophy of education that begins with relationship, not task. 
He is advocating for a mentoring or apprenticeship model for the learning 
environment in which two persons are closely related to each other in the 
accomplishment o f the task, however, with one the subordinate o f the other, and the 
subordinate in a learning role which presumes to achieve to the level o f the 
superordinate. He sees the task to be learned (“the work”) as flowing out of 
relationship and which should not be approached without first establishing a 
relationship. Until a relationship has been established many unfounded assumptions 
may be made by the mentor about the learner. However, if a relationship has been 
established it will invite or draw out the cooperation o f the learner, who will have
594 “You” means “expatriates from Western culture.”
595 Ibid., 18.
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developed a trusting attitude toward the mentor, believing that the mentor has both an 
understanding of the learner and has the best interests of the learner’s welfare as a 
motivation for mentoring the learner.
Also expected by Filiana in the learning environment is the ability to see the 
cognitive whole of the concept or task. He said, “The second thing is, you know, you 
can come in and tell me, and we could change, but you are not telling me the whole 
picture, so when you leave, you know, it’s that part I want, because you haven’t given 
me the whole picture. That’s one o f the things that I am seeing.”596 Filiana is saying 
that when the mentor finishes the training task and leaves the learner, the learner must 
be able to understand the whole concept or task. Without this wholeness of 
understanding, change (training) will have occurred, but it will not be satisfactory 
because it is not complete. His complaint is that those following a Western-style 
model o f instruction or training tend to leave the concept or task fragmented in the 
mind and experience of the learner. He implies, in the following comments, that one 
reason for not giving the whole picture may be one o f a lack of caring for the learner 
or a lack o f trust. He says,
It is like, like for translation, you know, some translators want to 
go as far as typesetting, you know, they help out in translating, they 
want to help type set out [help set out type], so that’s later when they 
revise, you know, they can typeset their own, they know what they are 
doing and [can bring] revision to it, as they stay in the [translation 
agency workrooms]. I also hear translators, national translators, say “eh, 
we don’t know how to revise.” (Uh huh.) “We should know how to
596 Ibid., 18.
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revise.” (They only got part o f the process.) They just get halfway.
Just halfway. So things like that. And, ah, you know, funding. Where 
does the funding come from? So if  the national knows, don’t, you 
know, it jumps, saves lot of complaints, lot o f problems, lots of 
questions. If you tell them, you know, where its coming from, you 
know, then they can see the big picture right from the start. That really 
helps.597
The mentor must trust the learner with all aspects of what is involved, not just the part 
in which he or she may be occupied or trained. Not knowing the big picture leads to 
assumptions on the part o f the learner that the instructor or mentor is hiding 
knowledge for negative reasons or motivations. Filiana stated, “[Sjometimes, you 
know, you (the instructor) will not be hiding something, but the way you, it has 
something to do with relationship breakdown.”598 This aspect is often overlooked or 
ignored by Westem-style models, which tend to aim for efficiency in the whole 
process by giving just enough instruction to get that part of the job done in which the 
trainee will be involved, rather than giving every individual training for the whole 
process. However, persons then become treated as objects, as just functional parts of 
the process, and not as whole persons.599 Fragmented knowledge, in Filiana’s view, 
results in long-term loss o f efficiency because of problems and complaints. It could 
also affect motivation because with an understanding of the whole one will see one’s 
responsibility as part o f the whole and without which the whole could not function.
597 Ibid., 19.
598 Ibid., 20.
599 See the chapter titled “The Teaching Behind the Teaching” in Parker J. 
Palmer, To Know as We are Known.
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Therefore, from Filiana’s cultural point o f view, the instructor must work at being as 
open and transparent as possible about the whole concept or process involved in any 
learning event.
Another issue raised by Filiana concerned the matter of how much of the 
instruction should be instructor-centered. He stated,
The biggest thing that I’m learning is that as I [get] involve[d] in 
[our program] is [that] some Western people think that we are, [that we] 
don’t have much to offer and then we just keep on feeding, feeding 
(getting fed information). But I’m learning that they have, the students 
that come through, they have a lot o f knowledge, so my concern is, you 
know, how to bring them out. Draw [them] out. And, you know, make 
them comfortable with what they have is good, that they can share to 
help others. ’Cause, you know, you can always, you know, as a 
presenter, we have a problem, you know, with giving too much. And 
when you give too much, you know, you’ve already block[ed] some of 
the things that should be coming out. So you run out of time, you run 
out [of] opportunities too, for them to interact, so that’s what I’m 
learning. You teach on [their] behalf and make them come out, and then 
you share, and learning takes place. But, you know, one way 
[discourse] (feeding doesn’t work well), [yes,] that’s what I’m finding 
out.600
His argument is that Melanesian adult learning should not focus primarily on what the 
instructor has to give, but what the learners have to give, because they come with valid 
experiential knowledge bases and the methodology o f instruction must draw on this 
knowledge base. Too much “center-source” (authority, or teacher-based) knowledge 
blocks relationship with the instructor, blocks relationship that could be gained with 
other learners but is not gained because of a lack of interaction, and b locks important
600 Filiana, 20.
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knowledge that the learner possesses. Information overload from the “center-source” 
wastes time and inefficiently uses resources.
I considered, in the light o f the above, that some issues in literacy training might 
be quite sophisticated requiring complex cognitive skills such as critical thinking, and 
may need prolonged explanation by the instructor. To this Filiana replied, addressing 
the issue o f handling material that requires critical thinking, “Yeah. That’s one of the 
areas that we struggle [with] here. The way we do it is we break, we introduce, 
introduce this topic and we know it will be hard, it will be hard for them too. So we 
break them up into groups, small groups, let them talk, discuss, and then record 
that.”601 When I asked him why they did it this way, he replied,
Well that, you know, some people are too shy to, to go out in a big 
class and, you know, say something, because they are not comfortable 
about it. (Especially if they do not know anything about it.) That’s 
right. So they talk about it in their groups, and they select a person to 
report back, so that way they feel, you know, they have contributed.
And that’s the other thing, you know, they feel that they have 
contributed in the course and they are part of the course. But the small 
group discuss[ion] on this, we find it really helpful.602
It seems that in a “relationship” learning system, complex learning such as critical
thinking is best dealt with in small discussion groups. This accomplishes at least three
things. First, it overcomes shortcomings in relationship skills. Second, it overcomes
psychological issues due to lack o f data or knowledge to input to the topic under
601 Ibid., 21.
602 Ibid., 22.
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discussion, and finally, through small discussion groups participants also gain critical 
thinking skills in a less threatening environment.
However, the essential mission o f the instructor is to ensure that the learner is 
learning. The possibility exists that the group would choose as their reporter the 
person with most o f the answers. I asked Filiana how they made sure that each person 
in the discussion group contributed and had an understanding of the material. He said, 
“We make sure that the mentors, mentors are in the group, and they encourage, 
encourage them to contribute... .And they report, they report back to the staff (the 
instructor) how they are doing... .And we also have individual evaluations, ones that 
they write. They write on what they think about in that particular paper.”603 I have 
used the term “mentor” to refer to what Filiana calls the staff person or the instructor, 
so in this case what he calls mentor is a person assigned to a group, presumably who 
already has training in the literacy topic that is under discussion. This person becomes 
an extension of the staff person, and in this way the staff person multiplies himself, but 
the mentor, or rather the sub-mentor, ensures that the learning is equitably distributed 
and has a two-way evaluative role in that he gives feedback both to discussion group 
members and to the mentor/instructor. A safety mechanism for evaluating comes by 
means o f discussion group members’ individually written papers. When I asked 
Filiana whether this discussion group process was a feature o f his culture, he replied to 
the affirmative by saying, “Sometimes that is what happens when there are disputes.
603 Ibid., 23, 24.
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When there is disagreement on the land, you know, then each clan discusses, you
know, who is saying the truth, you know, what, where is the real boundary. So they
discuss it in small groups too. And clans, different clans. ... And if  actually, it’s a
sensitive topic, you have four, five meetings, about the same subject until everybody’s
satisfied.”604 Decentralizing away from the instructor to learning in discussion groups
is not unique to Papua New Guinean cultures, but this entire section has shown
Filiana’s emphasis on the issue o f the priority o f relationship between the instructor
and the learner and the trust the instructor gives to the learners. In his view there is no
meaningful learning apart from relationship. Learning is dependent on dependency or,
more accurately, upon mutual interdependency rather than upon individualism.
Another issue regarding the learning environment for Filiana is the importance
of giving sufficient time for consideration and reflection for any question or problem
to be solved. Generally this is more than what the Westerner thinks is needed or
appropriate. He said,
I think the time when you [that is, the Westerner] ask the question, you 
want immediate answer, but here we are learning, you know, take time, 
so it’s, so we’ll wait [to see] if  you can relaxing.605 But that’s the thing, 
thinking toward that, they get used to talking about it, and then agreeing, 
and then before saying “yes” together spending time thinking [it] 
through. (Think it through, and maybe mentally evaluate what I want to 
say and see if I’m saying everything I should say.) Uh huh. So it’s not 
only the, in the classroom situation too, like if  you want to start a new
604 Ibid., 26.
605 “Relaxing,” i.e. “give more time for the answer.”
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project or new development, it will take time, it’s the same. You know, 
people thinking about it, how does it affect their everyday living, how 
will it affect their school... ,606
Filiana is saying, I believe, that the Westerners he knew both gave and expected quick
answers. He says the person raised in a Melanesian cultural environment almost
invariably needs time to reflect and to talk over an issue or concept before giving an
answer. Again we have the concept that knowledge is not located in the individual
alone, but is the result o f shared experience. There really are no individual answers,
so time must be given for personal reflection, then discussion, then the seeking of
consensus on the question before the answer is given. In this way all aspects of the
question can be considered in order to fully assimilate and fully understand the whole
issue and to assess the impact o f implementing this new knowledge. The possible
outcomes of the implementation o f the solution to the question will impact the answer
given, and all this takes more time than the Western-schooled instructor is usually
willing to give. This assessment is also part o f learning, for when the knowledge is
thought out to its logical ends then it is understood better both in itself and in its
relations to other pertinent data. This knowledge assimilation pattern depends on
customary, traditionally embedded ways indicative of a collectivist culture.
Another concern for Filiana in the learning environment was the issue of
knowledge transmission. He said,
The other thing that I used to struggle with is the training, you 
know, the actual training. The training style. It’s -h o w  do I put this -
606 Ibid., 27.
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it’s like, you know, if  you want to train somebody else, I was like the 
fellow that’s in a course teaching, and then always to bring [sounds like 
“conclusion” or “decision”], easy to kiss it away, but that’s not what we 
want to, we want to train somebody to actually [transmit?, or teach?], 
you know that concept, you know, we are still coming. (In other words, 
to, if  I’m catching what you’re saying, not just to be a trainer of people 
but to train them to be trainers as well.) Yeah, you know, you multiply, 
the multiplying factor.607
It was difficult to understand from the recording made o f the conversation just what 
Filiana said in the middle o f this comment, but his final words show that he was 
talking about passing on knowledge and skills beyond the immediate recipient. When 
I asked him what he had learned so far about how to do this, he replied,
So far, I think it’s a, you need to prepare a good ground too, good 
foundation. Like, what I ’ve used so far is, I took - there was a request 
from a (translation agency) program in the southern highlands,
Anambasila, so I took a (literacy program) graduate with me who went 
on this trip to train the Anambasila people and then we went, during that 
trip we had three workshops, training, so the first week I was in charge.
The second week I was co-sharing the responsibilities with the fellow 
that I took, the trainee, and the last week he was the fellow in charge and 
I was just advising from the side. And then we came back. The second 
workshop he went with one other STEP graduate. And they did the 
training on their own. They did it three times now and now the program 
is very good.608
What is significant about this pattern o f demonstration, co-sharing of responsibilities, 
solo practice o f responsibilities with advice, then sole responsibility for implementing 
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Yes. This way, you know, the trainee is confident. He’s saying,
“Oh, yeah, the fellow in charge has confidence in me.” So he does it.
And the best thing about it is that he is doing it on the spot. There is 
evaluation every afternoon. So they talk over what things were done 
during the day -  how they could improve it. You know, what happened.
So that really helps. And then as a result, there are two teachers came in 
to being. So that’s the thing, you know, training on the job.
... [Sjomebody always stick[s] with the trainee, the mentor/advisor.
That’s important.609
The pattern for mentoring here is see together what is needed for the training, practice 
together the implementation of the training, and then correct the process together with 
perhaps self-correction through seeing again in the new light o f experience what is still 
needed, until excellence and proficiency are attained. A close relationship of 
continual communication for training, plus trust in the learner’s ability to put this into 
action (also seen earlier in the instance where Filiana was asked for the first time to 
run a course on his own), plus the attitude o f reciprocal sharing for improvement gives 
this pattern its success. The pattern is then taken through the same process with a new 
learner by the newly trained person. Presumably, because Filiana used the word 
“multiply,” the original trainer then starts the process with another new person.
Part of the motivation for the trainee comes from immediate application o f some 
part o f the training. I had suggested that maybe his course for literacy trainees would 
have a transformative effect on them that could be compared favorably with initiation.
I asked Filiana if he thought some kind of transformation took place in them as a result 
o f their training in an extraction setting. Filiana spoke to the effect of immediate
609 Ibid., 31, 32.
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application when he said,
I think their, their attitude, in themselves, you know, before they 
were just simple people, now we are training them to be supervisors and 
they should be thinking supervisory, you know. And thinking 
leadership. That to me is like, you know, initiation, it’s, we are taking 
them out from of the community for specialized training. Yeah. And 
they get spiritual interest, you know, the Word of God, reading it. You 
know, some o f them are even happy when they graduate, they know, 
they know that they have a word because we help them out with Bible 
study methods. They run the, you know, studies back in the village with 
their families, with the community. So even if they don’t do very well 
in literacy, I personally am happy that they are closer to God, that they 
can do that. .. .From most o f the village reports, you know, the Bible 
study village assignment comes out, it really sticks out. (Really.) Yeah. 
Because, you know, the literacy part takes time, you know, people get 
motivated later, two years later, four years later, so it’s not really like 
immediate like the Bible Study. They go for it.610
Filiana suggests that the training aims for transformation in thinking from what he
calls a “simple” person to one who thinks “supervisory” and “leadership.” This is
specialized training which is in itself motivational for transformation, but there is a
problem with the literacy work producing this change because it is hard and results are
not seen quickly. However, with the insertion o f reading “the Word of God” and
doing a “Bible study” as part o f the training program that the trainee is to implement
back into the village there is an immediate motivational effect that perhaps helps the
trainee stick through the harder literacy work to see it become successful as well.
Thus, the training is not, I believe, in itself transformational; it is what the training
allows the trainee to do that brings a certain amount of immediate gratification.
Change in the person occurs because of this gratification, and probably also because
610 Ibid., 55.
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the person’s status is elevated through completion o f the process. Whether this 
transformation to supervisory thinking and leadership thinking becomes a permanent 
change in the trainee would be a topic for further study. The point here is that there is 
both an immediate and a long-term benefit to relational learning, and the less arduous 
task with its immediate benefits stimulates endurance to implement the long-term 
work which in its own time provides its particular benefits.
When I asked Filiana what he thought the advantages and disadvantages were in 
bringing the learners out o f their village to the literacy training center, he gave several 
reasons, saying,
I think the advantage right now is the course, course of, ah -  
because there are, you know, lot o f people needing this kind o f training, 
so if  you are to do it in places where they are at, there will be lot of 
expense, yeah. .. .That’s one idea. A good thing, I think, about it is, is 
the mentality, you know, that they are going for a purpose away from 
the village. So there’s no disturbances. They concentrate on four weeks 
learning and then come back. .. .And they, when they go back, it’s a 
good time for them to put into practice what they’re learning here.611
Filiana believes that the environment for doing this type of learning is better away
from the village than in it. He feels there will be less disruption to the learning
process and that the learner will be able to concentrate better. He also sees coming
away from the village to a new setting as enhancing the psychological aspects of
purpose and motivation. The learning is seen as more important, or having more
meaning, when it is held at a place isolated from the common routines of village
611 Ibid., 53.
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communal life. Finally, going away from the village for a learning purpose elevates 
the status o f the learners within the society to which they belong because now each 
learner is prepared for an important role and has the opportunity to demonstrate new 
knowledge.
Another aspect of Filiana’s idea o f what the learning environment should 
provide is found in his following comments:
One of the things, too, that we are realizing from the [literacy] 
curriculum that we are slowly changing.612 We are calling it “negotiated 
curriculum.” Because we have all the things that were for our course, 
you know, and there’s no time for people with needs, like we did, they 
have a different situation in the program. How can they, you know, they 
will just be learning things for everybody, for the others’ needs, but their 
needs are not being met. So we introduce this lately and we call it 
“negotiated curriculum.” And that [is] asking the participants what their 
training needs are, now, in that kind of situation. What does their 
program need. So they can come up with their needs, and then we give 
them what the staff is offering. And then we negotiate with them, and 
then we tell them, “can this wait until module three, four, and these 
things will be covered in there, but we can change this one, it’s okay?” 
and they agree, so we (Again if  the first module isn’t exactly what they 
[want], they don’t worry so much because they think “my real need is 
coming later.”). Right. (Yeah. So it’s a good motivational thing to do.) 
That’s right, and they feel that, you know, this is their course, they’re 
here to learn, so they’re happy, they look forward to it. Because of all 
this, you know, economic situation, you know, [undecipherable words], 
community involvement. Some communities, they don’t have what 
resource we have, so really helps them when they are given an 
opportunity, when their needs are being met this year with their course -  
they are happy with that. In fact, one program changed, with adult, we 
teach them adult literacy in four or five module but this group said, “no, 
our need is adult,” so we started way back in module one (Began right at 
the beginning rather than the end.), yeah, so, you know, most of the
612 Filiana’s thought process here is a little hard to follow. I believe he means, 
“There is something in the literacy curriculum that we are slowly changing.”
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things were general but they were adjusted for adults. And they are 
doing very well.
And everybody’s needs have been met and that particular program 
is happy with, you know, doing things for adulthood. And, you know, I 
feel happy when that happens because if you know you are helping, 
helping people, helping somebody what they need, and not just going 
through the normal things o f the course.613
The major issue Filiana raises here is the matter o f teaching to the learner’s learning 
needs. Instead o f proceeding with the set program the instructor tries to discover, 
through question and answer, what the needs o f the learners are and take these into 
account in structuring the information. If the instructor knows that the need which has 
been raised has already been planned for in the curriculum, the timing of that section 
o f instruction will be negotiated with the learners. However, in the case cited above 
by Filiana, the entire curriculum was adapted because of the strength o f the learners’ 
need for an emphasis on adult education. Several points should be noted in connection 
with this aspect o f the learning environment. First, the instructional knowledge base is 
relationally determined. Everyone has the opportunity to have a say in what 
instruction should be received. Second, there is a positive outcome to having “a say” 
in that the everyone more willingly “buys into” the knowledge shared and takes 
ownership o f it. Third, this is seen as a sharing of community resources -  a cultural 
value -  and translates into an epistemology that knowledge is communal property and 
that knowledge is communally or relationally determined.
613 Ibid., 34, 35.
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In the context in which Filiana learned to receive and to give instruction he 
found that it was much easier to receive and to give instruction when it was related to 
cultural themes. He stated that the instruction he was giving, when he was learning to 
teach, was culturally sensitive because “you were dealing with theme words, the 
cultural calendar, and those were the sort o f things that I could relate to.”614 As stated 
previously, Filiana felt that he had been deprived of cultural stories early in his life 
because he had to attend school and was not able to be around his grandparents during 
the times when these stories would spontaneously arise.613 Feeling the loss o f cultural 
stories, coupled with the strangeness o f the instruction about foreign animals in the 
classroom,616 taught him the need for relevance in both the context and the content, the 
context being an environment o f relationship, and the content built on cultural themes. 
When I asked Filiana if he thought he had the perfect learning environment, he
said,
I think so. As far as, you know, presentations and the way it’s 
presented, that the whole curriculum puts its starting from what they 
had, what they already know. Like cultural calendars, and you know, 
their own cultural stories on cultural experience. Yeah. I think that’s 
important. And then moving into what, it’s like unknown to them. So 
known to unknown. And that makes it easier, because, you know, 
government alignment -  they have their policy. So we’re helping them 
in that general idea. From known to unknown. .. .And, in our, to me the 
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know, its important for them to know their own needs. Their own 
situation, you know, where they are at. That’s where we can help them 
so when they graduate after two years they are capable o f doing what 
they were trained for, because they know what their needs are. And we 
help them meet their own needs here before they take over. That way 
they become independent, they don’t rely on a mentor from us to come 
and help them.617
By this comment Filiana is encapsulating all he has told me to this point about his 
preferred or ideal learning environment. The points he makes, including the previous 
discussions, are, first, that the learning environment must include instruction that 
includes the context of the learner, that is, the learner’s culture and experience.
Second, instruction must take into account and build on the foundations o f learning 
that the learner already has rather than starting with what the learner does not know. 
Third, the learning environment must enable the learner to discover and fulfill the 
learner’s knowledge needs. Fourth, the learning environment must provide for the 
transmission of knowledge by the current learners. Finally, the learning environment 
must be structured in such a fashion that the learner is enabled to develop the ability to 
function independent o f the instructor.
I have summarized my analysis o f Filiana’s model for the ideal learning 
environment in Table 5. His model of learning strives to do two things—to get people 
working together on the learning project and to reproduce the model o f learning 
through the learner.
617 Filiana, 52.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
357
Table 5
Filiana’s Ideal Learning Environment: Negotiated Learning
Purpose of the learning model Get people working together; reproduce the model.
Context characteristics
• See the big picture
• Immediate application






•  Mutual interdependence
• Personal reflection time
• Group processing time




• Leader among equals
Filiana’s cognitive/affective context for his ideal learning environment was, first 
o f all, that everyone would be able to see the big picture of what was going on not 
only in terms of the learning context but also all the variable that made up the context 
in which the learning environment thrived. Fie also saw it necessary to provide 
immediate application o f the learning content to the needs of the learners rather than 
give them material they would consider irrelevant. He also wanted the context to 
provide a link from the content to be learned to the store of experience of the learners.
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Last, he believed that instruction would be effective when the relationship between the 
instructor and the learner was healthy.
The instruction characteristics that he brought to the ideal learning environment 
included, first, the idea o f mentoring. The learning would take place most readily 
when instruction was given out o f a close and trusting working relationship in which 
the learner worked as an apprentice to the instructor. Another instructional 
characteristic was the use of dialogue. This was seen in his belief that knowledge is 
not located in the individual alone, but rather is the result o f shared experience through 
dialogue. He believed that full dialogue must take place for answers to be satisfactory. 
Because o f this a third characteristic, that of sufficient reflection time, was necessary. 
Filiana believed that persons in the Melanesian cultural environment needed more 
time for reflection than Westerners. This was so because all the implications o f the 
possible outcomes needed to be considered in finding a solution. His experience had 
taught him that instructors from Western cultures generally were not willing to allow 
the amount o f time needed for this. Fourth, the group discussion o f the problem and 
its possible resolution needed adequate time to discuss all the possible ramifications 
and arrive at consensus. For the Melanesian, true agreement is reached by consensus 
rather than by the vote o f the majority, and this takes additional time. Filiana also 
believed that an instruction characteristic should be the passing on to some gifted other 
persons the knowledge o f how to pass on knowledge. Sixth, Filiana believed that 
instruction should be characterized by mutual interdependence. The instructor needed 
to depend on the learner to express needs and experience and the learner depended on
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the instructor to stimulate and facilitate dialogue and the process of learning. Mutual 
interdependence was particularly seen in the mentoring relationship where each had to 
do their part. This was especially true for instruction on how to instruct. Seventh, and 
foundational to all these other characteristics, was the characteristic that learning 
depended on putting relationship before task. This characteristic could also be thought 
o f in terms o f the cognitive/affective context because it has to do with questions of 
ontology or being. When an instructor gives task priority over relationship the learner 
is reduced to the level of the task and also ultimately becomes an object.
For Filiana, the instructor needed to be a person who was a relationship builder 
and to consider himself to be a leader among equals. Relationship removes unfounded 
assumptions or resolves negative ones. Being a leader among equals values the 
learner as a subject who brings to the learning task a great deal o f useful experience 
but who needs the experience and expertise o f the instructor to find ways to sharpen 
that experience to greater usefulness and to provide additional data that will give 
greater scope to his own experience.
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Summary: The Three Ideal Learning Environments— My 
Informant’s Designated Desires
Purposes, Instructional Methods, the Instructor, and the Context
The concept o f an ideal learning environment flows logically from the 
experiences o f those who have come through the educational system, whether that be 
traditional or Westem-style, and having experienced the learning side now have 
become trainers and seen the educational system from the other side of the educational 
relationship between trainer and learner. I was able to find three informants who fit 
this category. It is assumed that their experience from both sides o f the educational 
relationship would put them in the position of making the best evaluation o f what an 
ideal learning environment would look like if they were given a chance to develop 
such an environment. The interviews revealed that they had formed definite thinking 
on what they would prefer in such an environment that would best suit both the 
instructor and the learner.
There were at least four categories regarding the ideal learning environment 
embedded in the interviews taken from my informants. The first had to do with the 
purposes o f the ideal learning environment. The second was how the instruction 
should take place, and the third was the type o f instructor one should be in order to 
secure the ideal learning environment. The last was the cognitive and affective 
context in which learning takes place. These informants were exposed to incidental
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learning at a time when Westem-style schooling was newly introduced. My analysis 
shows that these three informants relied heavily on their traditional incidental learning 
experiences together with some components o f the Westem-style schooling patterns in 
which they had also been immersed and combined them into what they considered to 
be the ideal learning environment.
Purposes o f the Ideal Learning Environment
Several purposes were expressed by these three informants regarding the ideal 
learning environment. All three informants saw working together as one o f the 
purposes o f the learning environment. Working together was to be done either as a 
group with a mentor, or as an individual with a mentor. When working together was 
mentioned it was not so much the group working together by themselves to achieve 
the learning task as it was working together with someone who could assist in finding 
the solutions or demonstrating how to do the task. For example, Filiana trained as a 
literacy instructor under a mentor model and also found this to be the best method for 
passing on his own understanding of literacy training.618 All three informants also 
shared the purpose o f the ideal learning environment as the place to receive 
experience. If learning was to be embedded in them, they needed to experience the
618 Filiana, 16, 17, 29.
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learning in ways that had practical application in some kind of activity. Filiana alone 
was concerned with the reproduction or re-transmission of his model for learning as 
part o f the purpose for learning. Opinga was concerned with re-transmission of 
specific knowledge but not necessarily concerned with re-transmitting his model of 
learning.
Qualities o f the Instruction
Instruction and learning in a strongly relational environment seemingly are not 
time-efficient due to the fact that the methods used for learning, such as discussion and 
feedback, experimentation and practice, take a lot of time, especially when consensus 
is one o f the goals. There also has to be time for reflection, as Filiana pointed out 
when he talked o f Westerners always wanting immediate answers and not realizing the 
need of the learners to spend time thinking through the question and the answer, and, 
as he further noted, the end results of any answer had to be taken into account before 
the final answer could be given.619
Because o f the strong value put on the sharing of experience the instruction 
tends to be more story-oriented. Not only does this take time, but information being 
conveyed in story form makes it memorable and easy to learn. What is considered to 
be truth also, in this story form, has a high impact on values and behavior because the
619 Ibid., 27.
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story again, it seems, speaks to relationships, the concept of which is also held in high 
value.
The instruction given through the curriculum in the ideal learning environment 
seems to demand immediate relevance. Filiana found that the content was relevant 
when it contained cultural themes. Kinua believed that a major goal o f instruction was 
character development, a theme of immediate relevance. Opinga consistently stressed 
the need for life application as immediate relevance of the material being learned. 
Opinga also stressed the desirability of giving instruction that suited the needs o f the 
individuals. Filiana also tried to start with what the learner felt was most needed. 
There seems to be a pattern here that may follow on from village life where everything 
known had its relevant place in the scheme of things.
The development o f critical thinking skills in the learner seems also to be a 
necessary part of the learning context. Opinga ensured that this took place with his 
learners by making his reflection questions o f such sufficient level o f difficulty that 
they required mental exercise. It also meant for him that time had to be given for 
reflection, assumptions had to be confronted and challenged, and intellectual honesty 
had to be modeled by the instructor in order for the students to respect the instructor, 
but also for them to be able to imitate that attitude toward thinking. Opinga used a 
process o f question and answer together with small group discussion to move his 
learners away from rote learning to critical thinking learning. Kinua also believed that 
it was the role of the instructor to help the learner develop critical thinking skills. 
Filiana did not address the issue o f critical thinking directly as part o f his ideal
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learning environment, but he did talk o f the need to give time for reflection -an  aspect 
o f critical thinking processes -  in order for learning to take place.
Dialogue was a major instructional tool each of the informants used to enhance 
learning. This was done primarily either through question and answer, or through 
breaking the group up into smaller units for small group discussion. Not only was the 
instructor to facilitate dialogue, the instructor was also to be involved in the dialogue.
Both Opinga and Filiana addressed the responsibility of the instructor to give 
instruction that was geared to the learners’ felt needs. For Opinga this flexibility in 
solution construction meant learning to be flexible in adapting instructional method 
and content in order to successfully do this. For example, Opinga took the instruction 
out to where the learners were instead of the learners coming in to a central classroom. 
Filiana also spoke to the issue o f the instruction being suited to the learners’ perceived 
training needs.
Finally, both Opinga and Filiana spoke to the issue that the learning environment 
should prepare the learners to be involved in renewing the cycle o f transmission o f the 
knowledge they were gaining. Both did this through training others to train still 
others. It seems, then, that all the methods these informants use for instruction are o f a 
strongly relational nature. It appears to me that, from this sampling, instruction and 
learning take place best in an environment that is conducive to close personal 
relationship between all who are involved in the learning setting.
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Qualities o f the Instructor
The data indicate that Kinua believed that one important characteristic o f both 
the instructor and the learner was the development o f good character. He stressed that 
the instructor should make character a goal o f instruction and model it as well.
Opinga did not speak to this issue directly, but implied in the discussion about 
establishing trust and respect that character was important in an instructor. Filiana 
also did not address the issue directly, but implied that character was important when 
he talked of the instructor being open and honest and giving the learner a full 
understanding of the all that was involved in a task and its setting rather than hiding 
information from the learner. If a learner is to trust the instruction the instructor must 
be trustworthy.
That experience is a preferred quality o f the instructor seems also to be a key 
factor in each of the informants’ minds. Kinua spoke about experience being an asset 
in providing illustrations to help the learners understand how to do what he was 
teaching them to do. Opinga talked about using experience as the basis for instruction 
and for critical reflection. He felt it was useless to give instruction on something the 
instructor had not experienced.
The data indicate that Kinua thought the instructor should be activity-oriented, 
that is, involved with the learners in helping them to apply the knowledge being given. 
His classroom exercise o f teaching subtraction is a classic example o f the way in 
which he was involved in making his instruction of a type that brought the learner in
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on the activity so that learning was truly experienced. He also wanted to get outside 
the classroom with his seminary students to practice what they had discovered in the 
classroom. Opinga wanted his instruction to be out where the student was involved in 
life so that instruction and learning would take place in a setting close to the practice 
o f life and which would address specific needs the learner faced.
Thorough preparation, Kinua suggested, should be a characteristic o f the 
instructor, who would demonstrate by preparation of both heart620 and mind that he 
believed the subject matter was to be taken seriously. Part of this preparation was the 
setting o f goals for each lesson. Opinga, although he did not specifically speak to this, 
illustrated it by his comments o f talking straight to the learners. Surely it would take 
thorough preparation to be ready to discuss a topic without notes or other materials.
Finally, all three informants indicated that the instructor should be relationally 
oriented. Kinua saw this particularly in the way in which the instructor would give 
correction to wrong thinking, while Opinga and Filiana talked of it particularly in the 
mentoring style in which the instruction would take place and also in the motivational 
methods the instructor would use, thus demonstrating concern for learner needs. 
Relationship, as a learning environment orientation, seems to be deeply embedded in 
the philosophy o f each of the informants.
620 I take Kinua to mean the personal involvement and response o f the instructor 
to the content o f the instruction when he uses the term “heart.” He said, “I pray a lot 
for my subjects before I present them to the class” (52).
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Qualities o f the Cognitive/Affective Context Affecting the Ideal Learning 
Environment
It seems evident that all three o f these informants make a close and interactive 
instructor/learner relationship the basis for learning. It is as if  relationship is one of 
the key components of the way in which knowledge is gained. Without a solid 
positive relationship between the instructor and learner, all learning will be seriously 
deficient. Kinua speaks o f the gentle way in which the instructor must protect the self­
esteem of the learner while Opinga talks o f the necessity of establishing trust and 
respect when one is going to be involved in a “telling” method of instruction. Filiana 
views the task of learning as essentially one of a mentoring relationship. This 
relationship is based on care and trust as well as honesty and openness. This is seen 
when he talks about the need for sharing the full picture of what is entailed in the tasks 
associated with a program such as literacy training. He wants transparency so that 
there is no cognitive or affective dissonance between learner and instructor.
Both Opinga and Filiana have a lot to say about learning being done in a setting 
that is based on mentoring. Opinga’s whole philosophy of instruction and learning 
seems to revolve around mentoring as his preferred method of training after 
unsuccessfully trying to use the telling method of instruction. The beginning of 
Filiana’s literacy program training was steeped in a mentoring relationship and he 
seems to have followed through with it as his preferred method for the learning 
environment. This method offers learning through a developed and harmonious
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relationship, and relationships seem to be, from the interviews, a highly valued 
commodity in Melanesian culture. Although Kinua does not speak o f mentoring as 
such, he does talk about getting out with his students to actively practice what is being 
learned, and his ideas seem to closely parallel a mentoring or apprenticeship approach. 
For him, learning is best done through insights gained by one’s own effort.
Some cognitive issues are raised in this type of learning environment. One is 
that all learning must be practical, or relevant. Kinua does not see much use for 
knowledge that is only theoretical or suppositional. The content o f his instruction 
must be able to be practiced by the learners. Opinga searched for a way to get beyond 
the merely telling style of teaching because it was not impacting the lives o f the 
learners. He had to find a way in which his instruction could be made active through 
application into the lives o f the learners. Experience was used as a primary basis for 
instruction and key concepts were the center around which experience was built. For 
Opinga understanding is evaluated by life application rather than the ability to verbally 
repeat or parrot information. Filiana talked much about the necessity in learning for 
both the context and the training to be immediately applicable or relevant. He found 
the context was relevant when a learner-centered approach was used that put the 
experience and ideas o f the learner ahead o f the planned curriculum. He wanted the 
instruction to start on a common ground with learner experience, and so he made an 
effort to find out what they already knew. From this he would move to give 
instruction on areas they did not know.
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Filiana intimated that knowledge is shared experience, and agreement on what 
knowledge constitutes is arrived at through discussion and consensus. It may be that 
in Melanesian collectivist society there are fewer individual answers, as knowledge is 
held in common by the group.
Pulling this summary together, it is interesting to note that none of these three 
informants was involved in an initiation. This raises the question o f whether or not 
this had an influence on their highly relational view o f knowledge attainment. Perhaps 
if  they had had the harsher discipline found in many initiation rites they might have 
taken a different view of how knowledge is acquired. However, these three 
informants retain much o f the influence o f their experience of early childhood 
informal learning and seem to shy away from some of the practices o f learning which 
they experienced during their Westem-style schooling. Even though there were 
parallels between initiation learning and Westem-style schooling, the harsher parts of 
the schooling they received did not seem to have a transformative effect on their idea 
o f a preferred learning environment.
It appears that for these three informants learning patterns were established early 
in life through incidental learning. The positive and highly motivational impact of 
learning in the context of strong personal relationships combined with activity learning 
does not appear to be easily erased from their psyches, and significant aspects or 
degrees o f incidental learning patterns are retained as preferred modes o f learning 
when they reach adulthood even though conditioned by formal learning. Further
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research would possibly show whether or not this retention o f the modes o f incidental 
learning into adulthood could be generalized over a wider population.
Commonalities
Drawing together the data from these three informants, I find that there are some 
strong areas o f commonality between their conceptualizations of an ideal learning 
environment. These are outlined in Table 6. Six characteristics were held in common 
by all three informants. First, they all saw working together as a major purpose o f the 
ideal learning setting, whether this working together was as an individual with a 
mentor or as a group with a mentor. Second, all o f them also saw the 
instruction/learning setting as experience-based. They all agreed that learning is not 
complete unless there is some practical outworking of the content in the experience of 
the learner. This correlates, third, with their idea that content must have immediate 
application and they all expected the learning context to provide this for the learner. 
Also, the context providing for close personal relationships correlates with the idea of 
working together. Fourth, all three of these informants talk of mentoring and 
relationship building, whether it is from the point o f view of the learning context, of 
the instruction, or as a characteristic o f the instructor. Fifth, they all used dialogue and 
thought questions as part o f their repertoire o f instructional methods. Their questions 
were not the “repeat after me” type they had experienced in Westem-style education, 
but were designed to help their learners think about and evaluate the topic under
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Table 6
Ideal Learning Environment Characteristic Commonalities
Characteristics Held By All Three 
Informants










Re-transmission of knowledge 
Thorough understanding o f content and 
its application











Orientation provided for 
“out o f context” 
teaching setting (able to 
adjust to learner needs)
Opinga 
Sharing as part o f the context 
Thinking subjected to the 
group
Instruction should include 
explanation of abstracts 
Instruction should include 
direct speech 
Instructor should use direct 
speech
Instructor should participate in 
the learning process 
Instructor should be goal- 
oriented 
Instructor should be sensitive 
to learner cognitive needs 
Instructor should be sensitive 
to learner feelings (shame)
Filiana 
Learners see the big 
picture 
Content linked to store 
o f experience 
Mutual
interdependence 
Group processing time 
Leader among equals
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discussion. Opinga may not have been as strong on the dialogue aspect because he 
used a person from within each group to record and present group findings as his 
response mechanism, but he certainly encouraged dialogue within each discussion 
group. Sixth, demonstration was used as part o f this ideal learning environment. 
Through activity learning Kinua and Opinga demonstrated how to carry out the 
classroom learning, while Filiana showed the trainee how to use the learning cycle and 
learning methods before trying it himself in a co-leadership role.
Several characteristics were seen in only two of the models. Critical thinking, 
together with observation and analysis as subsets, was advocated for by both Kinua 
and Opinga. Opinga and Filiana both spoke of the need for adequate reflection time 
and both talked about re-transmission o f knowledge, although Opinga spoke more 
from a content orientation and Filiana more from a process orientation. Both Kinua 
and Opinga saw the need for a thorough understanding of the content and its 
application by the instructor.
The remaining characteristics appeared to be held by only one o f the informants, 
but re-questioning these informants through a follow-up interview would likely 
produce much greater congruence on these, as all the remaining characteristics fit 
comfortably within the mold o f a relationship- and experiential-based model.
However, many o f these would also fit equally well into a more formal model.
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CHAPTER 7 
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
When I started this project I was on faculty at a college in Papua New Guinea 
that was started from and continued to practice a mostly Western school model. It 
seemed that in many cases we were not producing the kind o f student that we desired 
to produce -  a student who knew the subject matter thoroughly and was able to put it 
into practice, but more importantly, was shaped in character and disposition to return 
after graduation to function maturely back in the sending village and church. Too 
often some students would return home with the attitude that they should be seen as a 
person of prestige and power, ready to exercise social leadership and receive 
recognition and privilege because o f the status conferred on them by their training.
Our aim as faculty was otherwise. We desired them to fit back into the structures of 
society with a heart to lead out of service for others, not to be served by others.
Faculty discussion on curriculum centered on what model would best accomplish our 
task. Some advocated that on-the-job training should be introduced as the best model, 
but others o f us felt that on-the-job training did not adequately provide for the intense 
character development, and in some cases, transformation, that was needed. On-the- 
job training was also not time- or cost-efficient and could not be done from a rural 
campus. When I began to think about a suitable model, the traditional cultural process
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
374
• f \ ") 1 •of initiation came to mind because it was an extraction method just like the rural 
campus, and provided for transformation of the individual. I decided that I would 
make initiation my target o f study if  I had the opportunity to further my education.
The original goal o f this research, then, was to provide data whereby the 
Christian Leaders' Training College could take steps to adjust the instructional 
methodology o f its faculty to be more congruent with the instructional methodology 
used in initiation rites. I assumed that initiation provided the motive for service. 
However, the scope o f data collection and analysis broadened for several reasons.
First, I came to see that initiation was more limited in the number of ethnic groups that 
practiced it than what I first expected, thus truncating its potential to provide a 
universal paradigm for application to modem educational contexts. Second, the aims 
of those groups that did practice it used a whole range o f motivational methods to 
accomplish their objectives, some of which, though seemingly effective in the setting 
in which they were used, contained elements that were, for me, unacceptable. I was 
not sure I could endorse many of the initiation instructional and transformational 
methods as valid for more modem contexts due to their harshness and the reasons for 
which they were used. Also, and perhaps more telling, those methods were specific to 
a closed situation and could not, for the most part, be used successfully in the modem 
context where the individual involved in the learning process, even though a novice,
621 •That is, initiation took the individual out o f and away from their normal 
village environment for the specific purpose o f training them undistracted by the 
normal routines o f village life.
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had much more say both in the choice of the process and the learning outcomes.
Third, for the most part, those groups that did practice initiation have not continued to 
do so in the present. Brown, speaking o f highlands peoples, states that “Initiation is 
one of the first rituals to be discarded in conversion to Christianity and cultural 
change.”622 One reason for this was that what was found in initiation, whether it be 
educational methodology or cultural content, was not static, or perhaps even o f highest 
priority, but was used as a pragmatic means to achieve a desired outcome. These 
intentional outcomes varied from ethnic group to ethnic group. I realized that culture 
and its normative processes were continually being adapted to the demands o f new
• 623situations, with the participants seeking to find what would work best for them.
Although I originally thought that initiation might hold the answers to improving 
education at our college, and perhaps also elsewhere, I realized through my interviews 
and fieldwork that the important story was not so much initiation as how people think 
and change their thinking as they go through an educational process. This became the 
problem for my research to address when I discovered that the interface o f traditional 
ways o f learning, including both the informal incidental learning and the more formal 
initiation learning, with Western ways of learning had not been explored as they
622 Brown, 151.
623 This, obviously, is a generalization. Edgerton [Robert B. Edgerton, Sick 
Societies: Challenging the Myth o f  Primitive Harmony (New York: The Free Press, a 
division o f Simon & Schuster Inc., 1992)] shows that some societies are either not 
willing or not able to change. However, from my experience, I think this would rarely 
if  ever be true o f Papua New Guinea societies.
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related to the perceptions o f the learner. My purpose became then to examine the 
movement in understanding from how traditional education and learning took place to 
the practice of modem Western education and learning in Papua New Guinea in order 
to determine what was perceived to be the ideal way to leam and educate.
Three questions surfaced out o f this problem and purpose. To answer these 
questions I used a qualitative research method and analyzed the data through constant 
comparison. My data came from a series o f interviews, several ethnographies from 
the general cultural context in which these interview informants lived, and personal 
observations from living and working in Papua New Guinea for twenty-two years.
The analysis above and in the preceding chapters gives us the answers to the research 
questions. I will attempt to give brief summary answers here to those questions.
First, how do adult men from Papua New Guinea perceive their lifetime learning 
experiences? Learning experiences across the lifetime of men of Papua New Guinea 
tend to strengthen the value of working together and this value can be encapsulated in 
the term “mutual interdependence.” This is seen with peers working together where 
everyone contributes regardless of personality, knowledge base, or skill level. This is 
also seen in the instructor/learner relationship where the learner looks for a mentoring 
relationship from the instructor. On the other hand, a Papua New Guinea man would 
feel troubled about some aspects o f the initiation and Westem-style education 
processes. He would be troubled by the emotional trauma that the disciplinary aspects 
produce. He would be troubled by the distancing of relationship in both initiation and 
Westem-style education processes.
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Second, in what ways do adult men from Papua New Guinea feel that their 
childhood and adolescent educational experiences have shaped their current lives as 
adults? It seems that the change in the number of instructors from the few to the many 
as they moved through childhood into Westem-style education shaped their thinking 
about how learning should take place. My informants sensed that having many 
instructors diminished the learning experience because no long-term relationships 
could be developed. Because o f this they all turned to some form of mentoring or 
apprenticeship model as the best way to give instruction to the learner. Mentoring 
provided a collaborative and cooperative shared environment in which the value of 
close relationship between the instmctor and the learner could develop. The learner 
thus would not feel like (s)he was just in the classroom to have information dumped 
into him (her) as if  both the information and the learner were objects to be 
manipulated at the whim of the instructor, but that knowledge transmission involved 
tying transmission information to personal characteristics that could only be passed on 
through an educational process that allowed for longer term collaboration and 
cooperation.
Third, and last, how would adult men who are teachers from Papua New Guinea 
describe both their current teaching practice and their mental picture o f what an ideal 
learning environment would look like? Even though my data are based on relatively 
few participants, the interviews probe quite deeply and are not taken from individuals 
with homogeneous backgrounds. The participants represent widely diverse 
backgrounds and learning paths, and it is, therefore, significant that their descriptions
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of their respective current teaching practices have so much in common. However, it is 
helpful to summarize each of the three informants separately, before looking at their 
commonalities as a basis for my own model, showing what has been retained, 
changed, and discarded from the incidental, initiation, and Westem-style learning 
contexts in the process. A very brief summary o f each of the three informants’ views 
is given here, as their perspectives have already been summarized above in the chapter 
on the ideal learning environment.
I called Kinua’s ideal learning environment “real life and real knowledge” 
because he strongly viewed learning as a function of activity and that real learning 
came from experience. His main tenet I called “activity learning.” His ideal learning 
environment was shaped mostly by his experience of incidental learning in childhood 
and he believed that even though the subject matter was different for adults the 
method was the same even though it was on a different level. This is interesting 
because he had more formal education, especially in teaching, than either o f the other 
two informants. He saw “educational learning”624 as being a bit different to what he 
had in mind for his ideal setting, which was to get out and do, or practice and apply, 
what was taught in the classroom as opposed to storing up knowledge in the hopes that 
it would be used some future day.
I called Opinga’s model o f the ideal learning environment “mentoring” because 
he emphasized even more strongly than Kinua the relationship aspect o f learner with
624 Kinua, 88.
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instructor. He adopted this stance both from his experience of formative incidental 
learning and his later tertiary learning experiences where he worked closely with his 
instructors in a mentoring or apprenticeship-style relationship. He rejected the 
methods that were used in his Westem-style graded primary and later school education 
that relied heavily on repetition with the teacher giving the information and the
f k ' )  Sstudents answering with the appropriate responses. His preferred method was one 
of showing rather than telling and although he operated on the tenet that the context 
based on “the need o f the situation o f the time”626 determines the strategy and method, 
he found that in all his contexts the mentoring method of instruction was the one best 
suited to the needs of the learners. His model advocated changing the curriculum and 
place o f instmction, but not the method of instruction. He ensured that the 
transmission o f knowledge kept moving forward by mentoring leaders who would 
mentor others.
I called Filiana’s model o f the ideal learning environment “negotiated learning” 
because o f the particular way in which he approached the task o f mentoring others.
He believed that in order to have a relevant training program the instructor should 
begin instmction at the point o f the learner’s expressed desire to leam and use the 
material to be learned as a matter for negotiation regarding its content and scheduling
625 Opinga, 58. For the quote, see the section titled “Mentoring” in the chapter 
on ideal learning.
626 Ibid., 97.
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into a program. The basic tenet upon which he operated was that relationship should 
come before task.627 This was his relevant context. This tenet ensured mutual 
interdependence in the learning process in which he used a dialogical method to 
explore the experiential knowledge bases of the learners and to promote interaction. 
This tenet also ensured harmony between persons as a foundation for learning because 
the learners were then eager to pursue the learning material with the instructor. It was 
also important to Filiana that the learner mentally grasp the cognitive whole o f the 
concept or task, and Filiana believed that without this understanding the learning 
would not be complete. Part of his concern was that the learner be able to reproduce 
in others the learning and this cannot be done without a full understanding of all that is 
involved. Finally, Filiana wanted the content o f the material to be relevant through the 
use o f stories, cultural themes, and events that were pertinent to the lives o f the 
learners.
There were several factors that imposed limits on the generalizability o f the data. 
First, though my informants shared a very general underlying set of cultural 
assumptions and epistemology, an interpretation by the informant through the cultural 
grid or mental schema o f his ethnic group of the phenomena associated with those 
assumptions could be different in form, process, or application from the interpretation 
given by another ethnic group o f similar phenomena. Further, as most o f the
627 Filiana, 18.
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informants were active in the Christian church and spoke out of that perspective, their 
views may reflect a worldview tempered by those beliefs. As stated earlier, 
demographic analysis shows that at least ninety-five percent o f the population claimed 
Christianity as their religion by the year A.D. 2000, so it would be hard to find 
someone who was not an adherent to Christianity.628 It must be said, however, that 
becoming “Christian” does not mean the automatic putting off o f a traditional 
worldview with its accompanying assumptions. Second, out o f the five ethnographies 
selected, four were on male initiation for the reasons stated in the material in Chapter 
2. These four were, perhaps, more strongly slanted toward harshness than were other 
traditional initiation rites within Papua New Guinea. This may have had a bearing on 
the way in which learning took place in those groups described by the ethnographies. 
The third limitation has to do with my observations. I am aware that even though I 
lived in Papua New Guinea for a long time, and in two different regions o f the 
country, the cultural diversity of the country prevented an in-depth understanding of 
all cultures represented within its borders. Because of this, any generalizations drawn 
from personal observation may not be applicable in all situations.
The conceptual frame for analysis o f the data was two-fold. First, my analysis 
was based on the theory that cultural structures are reflections o f combinations of 
schema—individual mental constructs held by individuals within the culture that allow 
them to process information, and, linked together, allow them to make sense of the
628 See my footnote 48 above.
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generalized realities of life. Second, my analysis operated on modified definitions of 
the terms “formal,” “informal,” and “non-formal” as they pertain to education, 
viewing them from the point o f view of who is in charge of the learning process. With 
this as a background, I turn now to look at my findings from the various categories of 
data that were analyzed in order to answer the research questions.
Summary
In the paragraphs to follow I look at my data analysis in the several learning 
contexts o f the research— incidental learning, initiation learning from the literature and 
the interviews, Westem-style schooling, and three of my informants’ current teaching 
practice and mental pictures of a personal ideal learning environment. I then develop 
my own model by looking at its characteristics and relating it to literature on adult 
education. I close by looking at the context and utilization of the model.
There are, I believe, patterns in the early learning experiences, both formal and 
incidental, and in the current teaching practices o f Papua New Guinea men that yield 
insights into a preferred educational approach for this region. The early learning 
experiences started with incidental learning, the informal learning received in 
childhood. Learning at this stage was characterized by three types o f learning -  
affinity, activity, and listening learning. Affinity learning was the learning that cam e  
from working together with peers doing things like building model boats and imitation 
houses. The interpersonal skills developed during childhood in this strongly 
collectivist social context continued to be used into adulthood. Activity learning came
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through modeling and imitation of adults, and through structured play. The skill of 
listening as a mode o f learning was developed through learning to follow detailed 
step-by-step actions, which some situations called for, and through storytelling. 
Learning at this stage took place in the context o f strong personal alliances with key 
persons in the learner’s life, and appear to have had lasting positive motivational 
effects on the learner. Relationship seems to have been valued over time efficiency 
whenever there was a task to be completed. All o f my informants experienced this 
type o f learning and the data for this type of learning are given in the chapter on 
incidental learning above.
Some ethnic groups practiced initiation, a formal type o f learning. Not all my 
informants had experienced this type of learning, so I supplemented the information 
given by those informants who had experienced initiation with data found in 
ethnographic literature. Initiation was more intentional about the material to be 
learned than was incidental learning. The elders may have designed initiation because 
they believed incidental learning could not accomplish the additional learning needed 
in the life o f the learner. Along with this intentionality came a distancing o f 
relationships due to the introduction o f coerciveness into the instructional process. 
However, ordeals were now seen to be an essential part of the learning process, 
providing a way to develop self-control— a toughness o f character that would enable 
the learner to manage fear, anger, and other emotions. Initiation provided a safe place 
for learning to handle these emotions by taking this learning out o f the normal social 
context. Other learning methods were also heightened over that which was
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experienced in incidental, or informal, learning. The art of listening was strengthened 
as content became more focused through lecture, while abstract thinking was 
developed through the use o f figurative language. In initiation efficiency seemed to be 
valued more than relationship.
Some of my informants did not undergo initiation, but experienced formal 
learning in the context o f the newly introduced Westem-style schooling. Westem- 
style schooling shared many features o f initiation, although perhaps in a less intense 
way. These included the way in which time was used by setting up all the activities on 
a schedule, the division of learning into sequenced stages, the directive use of 
instruction (especially the use o f lecture with no questioning or discussion), the 
distancing o f the instructor/leamer relationship, a higher level of discipline than that 
used in incidental learning, and the use o f abstraction at a higher level than incidental 
learning. Westem-style schooling seems to have differed from initiation in a stronger 
use o f rote methods o f learning, a lesser intensity when pain was used as a learning 
tool, and the use o f reading for learning.
It was out o f this context o f incidental plus formal traditional initiation and/or 
Westem-style schooling that three of my informants, all teachers, gave their views on 
what they thought an ideal learning environment should look like. The data they gave 
have been extensively discussed and summarized above. To develop my own 
conclusions with a model, I will extend their six most salient characteristics, common 
to all three o f them, to cover the other learning contexts by adding the benefits of 
initiation ordeals to the learning process. I will then discuss the components o f this
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preferred instructional/learning model under the heading of “context and utilization” 
by looking at how access to understanding is obtained, what the outcomes o f the 
instruction/learning should be, the process for getting understanding, and how the role 
o f the instructor should be legitimized, and close by looking at the change or the 
change process from a traditional learning model to the proposed preferred learning 
model.
Conclusions: My Ideal Learning Model 
Characteristics
Based on the data coming out o f the interviews and my review o f the 
ethnographies I realized that my three informants for an ideal learning environment 
brought to the surface major points in what I suggest should be an ideal learning 
model for Papua New Guinea. These three informants all held the following six 
characteristics to be true o f an ideal learning environment. I use them to provide the 
basis for my own preferred learning environment model suitable, I suggest, to the 
learning conditions found in Papua New Guinea. These characteristics are 1)
629 The basis for making these a foundation for practice is a presumed impact of 
initiation characteristics on the thinking o f my informants regarding the ideal learning 
environment. My three ideal learning environment informants did not undergo 
initiation, but they did experience the Westem-style learning environment that has
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working together and 2) gaining experience through activity learning as primary 
purposes for learning, 3) immediate application as the context in which learning takes 
place, 4) dialogue and questions as well as 5) demonstration as the most important 
instructional methods, and 6) mentoring together with relationship building as the 
chief quality of an instructor. My preferred learning environment starts with these 
characteristics as a base but I also add to this base a seventh characteristic from 
initiation as a formal means o f learning, the characteristic of mental and emotional 
toughness. With this brief introduction I now turn to a discussion o f the model, 
showing parallels to adult education primarily from the work of Jane Vella, who has 
had extensive experience in cross-cultural training around the world.
First, my preferred learning environment must provide a place for learners to 
work together with each other and with the instructor, whether this working together is 
done as an individual with a mentor or as a group with a mentor. Vella uses the term 
“teamwork” to talk about this idea of people learning together. Helping each other 
leam is the purpose of working together.630 The instructor is responsible for designing 
the learning task and forming the team but the group working together is the way in 
which learning occurs. It seems that Papua New Guinea people generally place a 
strong emphasis on the collective nature o f society, using group dynamics to arrive at
parallels to initiation. It is these parallels that allow me to presume an impact on the 
ideal learning environment.
630 Jane Vella, Learning to Listen, Learning to Teach: The Power o f  Dialogue in 
Educating Adults (San Francisco, Jossey-Bass, 1994), 158.
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understandings. As noted above, this sense is sometimes so strong that it is thought 
that individual interpretations are not valid unless processed by the group. I did not 
see the characteristic of the learner working together with the instructor in either the 
Westem-style schooling or the initiation processes. In initiation there was a strong 
working together aspect o f those who were in charge o f running the initiation, but not 
between instructor and learner. Even Dilindiwi’s people, whose initiation was mainly 
concerned with development of skills, used an authoritarian approach to initiation 
processes. Neither was this aspect seen in Western-style schooling. Although there 
was repetition in unison by the class, that is, simply parroting back the information the 
instructor had imparted, this did not involve a cooperative cognitive effort toward the 
achievement o f a goal.
Second, closely related to this is the characteristic of activity learning. Vella 
calls this “engagement” and says, “engagement as a principle of adult 
learning.. .enables learners not only to take part in learning but also to practice 
learning as subjects o f their own lives.”631 People in Papua New Guinea learn best by 
experiencing the learning directly while doing a task and getting involved rather than 
just being told how to do it. Learning, in the view of my informants, was not 
ultimately accomplished unless there had been some practical application of the 
content in the experience of the learner. Simon notes that “experience is not an
631 Ibid., 159.
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unproblematic notion” and “should never be celebrated uncritically.” Instead, we must 
question, explain, and justify “its content and form during the educational process.”632 
Experience should not be just the “information and techniques” assimilated by active 
learning but “the knowledge and understanding one accomplishes or develops in the 
way in which one makes sense o f a situation or set of events.” In other words, the 
experience must be critically evaluated and applied to life to make sense of it.
Although this characteristic was most strongly seen in the incidental learning 
context, it was also present to a lesser degree in both initiation and in Westem-style 
schooling. Initiation provided an experience for the learner, but in the ethnographies 
initiation did not seem to be carried out with the express purpose o f allowing the 
learner to gain experiential proficiency in a skill, which is what is meant by the use of 
the phrase “activity learning.” Only the bau a o f the Kaluli provided this kind of 
developmental setting, but as Schieffelin pointed out, the bau a hunting lodge ritual 
was not really initiation but “an alternative ritual institution” with a different strategy, 
attitudes, and relationship between participants and the rest of society, and it did not 
“result in a social transition.”634 Even in Dilindiwi’s ethnic group, whose initiation 
purpose was largely centered on skill development, the instruction took place apart
632 Roger I. Simon, Teaching Against the Grain: Texts fo r  a Pedagogy o f  
Possibility (New York: Bergin & Garvey, 1992), 124.
633 Ibid., 124, 128.
634 Schieffelin, 156.
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from the venue of the experience. The lectures were “about fighting, and building a 
house, making gardens, and watching to see where the enemy will come,” but the 
actual practice o f these things took place elsewhere.635 Westem-style schooling also 
did not provide this kind of experiential “hands-on” training but rather majored on 
repetition and rote recognition of information.
Third, working together and activity learning also relate, then, to the need for
• • fs'X fciimmediate application. Vella calls this “teaching what is really useful.” When 
there is a time lag between instruction and application the learning cycle is disrupted 
and application is not made appropriately. Immediate application helps to concretize 
the instruction into the understanding of the learner. This is not always possible, of 
course. Initiation seemed to be more future-oriented than immediate, but real learning 
still took place, possibly because o f the emotion associated with the process. The 
same was true for Western-style learning; however, as noted above, learners were able 
to delay gratification by believing that they were steadily accumulating the means of 
production through their assimilation o f skills in speaking English, in reading, and in 
numeracy. Immediate application contributed to motivation in the learner. Filiana”s 
comments about the relationship of his specialized literacy training to initiation was 
that it was extracted and took time, with the motivation of application coming two to
635 Dilindiwi, 16.
636 Vella, 124, 134.
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four years later, so he had to find something more immediately applicable that his 
students could do in order for him to keep their motivational level high. This he did 
through teaching Bible study methods to them that would allow them to relate Bible 
learning to the people in the village. The point to be made here about the model is 
that if  any part o f the new knowledge learning curve is slow, the instructor should find 
some area of immediate application in order to keep the motivational level for learning 
high.
Fourth, in order to make the meaning o f the instruction clear to the learner the 
instructor must clarify the content through the use of dialogue and questions that probe 
the meaning o f the content. Dialogue and questions assume the learner will engage in 
reflection. Brookfield states that “The particular function of the facilitator is to 
challenge learners with alternative ways o f interpreting their experience and to present 
to them ideas and behaviors that cause them to examine critically their values, ways of 
acting, and the assumptions by which they live.”638 Questions should not major on the 
“repeat after me” type, but be designed to help the learners reflect on and evaluate the 
topic under discussion. This creates clarity through verbal means and also develops 
skills in dealing with more abstract concepts.
637 Filiana, 55.
638 Stephen D. Brookfield, Understanding and Facilitating Adult Learning (San 
Francisico: Jossey-Bass, 1986), 23. Brookfield’s use of the term “facilitator” should 
not imply that he disdains the term “teacher.” Brookfield recognizes also the adequacy 
and need o f the teacher role for adults (123-126).
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Dialogue, for Vella, is critical to a problem-posing, reflective approach to adult 
learning.639 Dialogue will surface the learning needs of the adults and engage them in 
working through problems toward solutions associated with those needs. Vella 
demonstrates that “participation (in dialogue) does not exclude personal responsibility. 
Working in a small group and working in solitude are two wheels o f the cycle of 
learning. Both are vital to developing not only the concepts, skills, and attitudes being 
taught but also personal and social skills.”640
Fifth, clarity can also be achieved by means of demonstration. The instructor 
should find ways to show the learners through some sort o f activity the content to be 
learned. This will mean that the instructor will be both a participant and a model in 
the activity. The ability to demonstrate comes out of the instructor’s experience, and 
wherever possible, the lesson should be taught with a hands-on activity. If this is not 
possible, then the lesson should be illustrated from life so that the learner is at least 
able to grasp a picture o f what happens from a real-life situation.
Sixth, mentoring and relationship building are at the heart o f the thinking o f the 
three ideal learning environment informants, whether they are speaking o f the learning 
context, the instruction, or a characteristic of the instructor. Vella, noting a recent 
study [at the time of publication] on the factors for successful adult literacy programs,
639 Vella, 126.
640 Ibid., 147.
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states that “the relationship between the instructor and the learner was the most 
important factor in the process” (emphasis added)641 In my model, mentoring and 
relationship building are an informal social contract wherein the learner or learners 
and the instructor dedicate themselves to spending time with each other in more than 
just the classroom -  the learners and instructor “do” life together in as many contexts 
outside the classroom as possible, eating, working, talking, and playing together.
Vella indicates that this kind of relationship has three implications -  friendship 
without dependency, “fun without trivialization of the learning,” and “dialogue 
between men and women who feel themselves peers.”642 For Vella, these three factors 
provide what she calls a “sound relationship”643 in which the relationship develops to 
the point at which there is “no gap in the acceptance of the learning potential” for both 
the instructor and the learner in the learning experience. This “sound relationship,” 
which I call “mentoring and relationship building,” is based on acceptance, and 
especially the acceptance that the relationship is framed within an educational “limit 
situation,” limited, that is, by the parameters and possibilities of the particular learning 
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the parties involved to “struggle with...different perspectives without guilt or 
shame.”644
Vella provides nine variables that can be controlled within this kind o f a learning 
relationship. The first is time, and it is the variable of utmost importance.645 Because 
a relationship requires time, the instructor must be available to the learner. Time can 
be made available by being early for class for reflection or response to questions, by 
allowing the learners to make contact whenever they are stymied by a problem, or by 
scheduling leisure times during which conversation on all topics, including the 
instructional material, can take place. The amount of time needed per student will 
depend on the personality of the student, the deep questions raised during the learning 
process, and the prior familiarity and experience o f the learner with the material.
These factors will need to be considered in conjunction with the out-of-class time that 
the instructor has made available for this type of relationship engagement when 
deciding the allowable size of the class.
The second variable is affirmation. The instructor should be generous in 
affirming both what has been learned and the learner as a person, even though what 




Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
394
Vella calls the third variable “mutual respect” and suggests that gossiping, judging, 
failing to acknowledge a statement or response, misrepresenting what another has said, 
using the wrong tone o f voice, and failing to provide the simple courtesies o f “please,” 
“thank you,” and “if  you will,” be avoided as activities that deny respect.647 On the 
other hand, the instructor should own the need to also be a learner and talk o f this need 
honestly as well as listen carefully without interrupting when one o f the learners is 
sharing.
Vella’s fourth and fifth variables that can be controlled in the learning 
environment are “open dialogue” and “open questions.” While these have been 
discussed above, they also relate to the work of building relationship within the 
learning environment as well as being tools o f instruction. Vella notes that in 
promoting dialogue it is helpful to use “the poet John Keats’ great concept o f negative 
capability,” that is, the instructor letting others discover the answers while quietly 
being available as a resource.649 Negative capability also plays a role in 
nonjudgmental discussion.650 Open questions build a relationship o f trust by inviting 
dialogue. Open questions are those which require more than a “yes or no reply or a
647 Ibid., 70.
648 Ibid., 71, 73.
649 Ibid., 71.
650 Ibid., 72.
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single word response.”651 “Open questions are the single sure practice that invites 
critical thinking and effective learning” and invite the entire assembled learning
652community, including the instructor, “to listen with mutual respect.”
The remaining variables that can be controlled within the mentoring relationship 
are, to continue the numbering from above, 6) engagement in significant work, 7) role 
clarification, 8) responsibility, and 9) immediate response to questions and issues 
raised. Both responsibility and engagement in significant work come out o f a trusting 
relationship.653 Significant work and responsibility go together when the learning 
environment takes on the task o f working together on something that is either a real- 
life project or applies to such a project with the role of the mentor as a resource person 
and the learner taking the major responsibility to accomplish the task. Significant 
work is the kind of work that has meaning and immediate usefulness to the learner or 
something o f importance to the learner that deals with an immediate role in the life of 
the learner.654 Role clarification helps to build a sound mentoring relationship by 
agreeing on the work boundaries between the learner and the instructor. Without a 




654 Ibid., 73, 74.
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instructor.655 The task of the instructor to immediately respond to the questions and 
issue raised within the preferred learning environment is part o f the accountability of 
the instructor to the learner. The moment in which the issue or question is raised is the 
moment at which the learner is ready to learn and may be lost by a delay in dealing 
with the question or issue.656 The use o f a “bouncing question,” such as “Before I 
respond, what do you [as a group] think of Mary’s question?,” allows peer learning 
and gives the instructor time to formulate a full response.657
The seventh, and last, characteristic in my preferred learning environment model 
has to do with the benefits of the initiation ordeals found in traditional formal learning. 
I believe learners rise to a challenge. The toughness that was developed physically, 
emotionally, and mentally through the forceful and forced imposition of initiation 
ordeals was accomplished in a closed system. I do not believe the harsh methods used 
in initiation would be accepted outside o f those closed systems. However, instead of 
learning to be fierce and ready to fight against human foes in an instant, the 
internalization o f hardships should lead to the development o f character traits that 
would allow the learner to face the solving of problems with the same determination 
that those who endured initiation ordeals achieved. This procuring o f toughness 
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intentional hardship, built into the learning, can yield positive outcomes without 
damaging the psyche of the learner when the learner is aware of and submits to those 
positive outcomes. As the saying goes, where there is no pain there is no gain. 
Learning to grapple with difficult issues together with a mentor, which would include 
setting personal goals for enduring physical and mental hardships, will achieve, I 
believe, similar results to the harsh ideals forced upon the initiates in the 
ethnographies presented here. This presumes the instructor is willing to exert 
considerable energy helping the learner through this process. This may mean 
including special courses into an instructional program that could perhaps be modeled 
on something like the Outward Bound program, whose values seem to align closely 
with the model presented here.658 These courses that retain the benefits o f initiation 
ordeals would be offered as electives, thus ensuring that the desired ends o f the 
learning are agreed on by both the instructor and the learner.
The elements of my preferred learning environment model parallel many o f the 
principles found in Vella’s work on using dialogue in adult learning, as seen and 
referred to above. This model seems to me to be more organismic than mechanistic, 
as those terms are defined by Knowles, because it sees learning as a process with its
658 Outward Bound lists as its values adventure and challenge, inclusion and 
diversity, social and environmental responsibility, learning through experience, 
character development, and compassion and service (Outward Bound website, 
webpage titled “Outward Bound Core Values,” URL
<http://www.outwardbound.org/corevalues.vp.html> Accessed 15 January 2007). See 
Appendix D for an explanation of these values.
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source within the learner rather than external to the learner.659 In this sense it departs 
from that used in initiation in which “transformation” was externally forced on the 
learner by the instructor. This may be why initiation in its traditional sense has been 
so easily abandoned when ethnic communities come into wider contact with world­
views brought by Westerners.
Context and Utilization
In this proposed model o f learning, the learner gains access to understanding as a 
result o f his or her relationship with the instructor. Reciprocal relationships must be 
developed with those who have knowledge to impart. As noted above, this will be 
done in the context of a mentoring relationship.
This model seeks to achieve several learning outcomes. It seeks the 
development o f character or life skills in the learner through the close relationship the 
learner has with the instructor, who acts as a mentor for the learner. These skills will 
be o f two types, one internal and the other external. The internalized skills have to do 
with character development to ensure social cohesion. The external skills have to do 
with abilities to contribute to a livelihood, that is, to give social support to a 
community for its continuance. This model expects that the content will not merely be
659 Malcolm S. Knowles, The Adult Learner: A Neglected Species, 3rd ed. 
(Houston, TX: Gulf Publishing Company, 1984), 14-26.
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information to be manipulated but that it will always be used in such a manner that 
others are treated as subjects to be esteemed and cared for, not as objects to be used 
and discarded. The knowledge imparted will be imparted in a context that includes the 
whole o f life, with the instructor enabling the learner to see how the knowledge being 
transmitted integrates into the structures o f life. Thus social values that help the 
learner use the knowledge wisely will be imparted as well as skills for making a 
living.
The way for a learner to achieve success in gaining understanding within this 
model is to openly share his or her training needs with the instructor as well as the 
background and skills the learner brings into the training. This can be an ongoing 
dialogue with the instructor as different phases o f the training are encountered. The 
learner also needs to participate as fully as possible in group discussions and activities. 
Where learning difficulties are encountered the learner needs to be ready to share these 
with the instructor. The instructor also must be alert to what the learner is 
experiencing and the cognitive/affective level at which the learner is functioning. 
Where problems arise, the instructor needs to approach the learner in such way as not 
to cause shame or embarrassment to the learner. This will be done privately if at all 
possible. The instructor must take a coaching and mentoring stance with the learner 
which will encourage and foster application o f the material being learned.
The instructors or mentors in this model will need to earn the trust of the 
learners in order to legitimize his or her role. They will need some of the character 
traits mentioned by Kinua -  to be thoroughly prepared in life skills and the practical
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knowledge they seek to impart. They will need to have the ability to nurture and care 
for the learners, helping them develop the social and knowledge skills they will need 
to be productive members o f society.
Some aspects of change from the traditional to the preferred learning 
environment can be observed both in the ideal learning environments as related by my 
three informants and in the preferred learning environment model that I have proposed 
above. One change seems to be a move from a transmission pedagogy to a more 
critical pedagogy. As Simon states, “the dialogue in which students and 
teacher.. .participate together is always grounded in the realities of the lived relations 
within which the participants find themselves.. .in every aspect of their lives.”660 
Learning has changed from that which is simply absorbed from the learning 
environment to an active interchange o f ideas between the instructor and the learner. 
The other change from the traditional to the preferred learning environment that seems 
to be prominent is the change from transformation within a short period o f time 
triggered by harsh assaults on the psyche to a more elongated and gradual process of 
development. In this change, the locus o f motivation moves from the instructor to the 
learner with the learner having more control over what is learned and how it is 
learned, with more choices for personal destiny.
660 Simon, 96.
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Implications for Future Research
In beginning this research I quickly became aware that in the investigation of 
initiation I was dealing with oral or pre-literate societies. The experience of informal, 
or incidental, learning for my informants was also primarily in the context of oral 
societies. The coming of Westem-style o f education brought literacy to these 
informants’ societies. A pattern could be seen in the interview data that hinted at 
changes coming into these societies because o f the introduction o f literacy. This 
impacted the way people learned. It also impacted the values o f these societies and 
had ramifications for language use with consequences on cognitive structures and 
understandings. One informant in particular lamented the loss o f language with the 
resultant loss of specific language-related concepts. I could not look further into this 
matter but further research should be able to show what happens educationally, 
cognitively, and socially when a society moves from an oral to a literate mode of 
learning and to what extent, if  any, this change in the way o f learning is a cause of the 
changes in society.
Moreover, in thinking through what has changed in the process o f development 
from traditional to modern, I realized that I had no research on the societies that did 
not practice initiation. Further research would possibly add a dimension that would 
give understanding to why they did not practice initiation, what, if anything, 
substituted for initiation, and the ethnic group’s process of change.
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The question also arises from the research on initiation as to whether there is 
ever a need for using practices that will bring about transformation. Is there a 
possibility o f inducing transformation through external means to a young adult or 
mature person in today’s Papua New Guinea environment? Poole noted a general 
consensus among the elders in the Bimin-Kuskusmin ethnic group when he noted that 
“the desired effect [of the ais am ritual] is probably not achieved in novices who are 
much older than the ideal age range (nine to twelve years). Older boys have less 
malleable character...and are prone to rebel against ritual authority “inside the heart” 
in ways that are inimical to ritual efficacy in its subjective dimension.”661 It seems 
that some other or additional types o f motivation would be necessary to achieve 
transformation, and further research would provide the data necessary for answering 
this question in the Papua New Guinea context.
It seems that without the use of force or forcefulness the telling or lecture 
method lacks learning motivation in Papua New Guinea. Exploring this as a 
hypothesis would reveal why lecture so often fails to produce good results in this 
cultural context, and would also test out my findings more systematically. From my 
experience, the oratorical skills developed by men are used mostly to motivate the 
people toward some type of collective action rather than to teach them new 
information. It may be that the lecturer in the classroom lacks good oratorical skills
661 Poole, “The Ritual Forging,” 136.
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and that lecture fails as a method due to this or other reasons, however; storytelling as 
a mnemonic tool always seems to get good results.
Another area for possible study would examine the extent to which incidental 
learning patterns with their strong emphasis on relationship are found across a wider 
population. The three informants who were instructors drew heavily on incidental 
learning patterns in the formation of their preferred or ideal learning environments. It 
was shown that the discipline exacted in initiation was much greater in the ethnic 
groups studied than in Westem-style education. Further research on those who 
experienced the more severe initiation rites would possibly show a different impact on 
their conceptions of the ideal learning environment.
The results o f this study may not be immediately applicable to a wide range of 
applications or settings due to the limited number o f interview subjects. Also, my 
findings, both in the interviews and the ethnographies, are limited primarily, though 
not wholly, to the highlands region that mns the length of the central part of Papua 
New Guinea. The coastal and lowland cultures making up the other geographical 
areas o f Papua New Guinea differ in ways not discussed in this study. Further 
research would need to be done to see if the findings here are truly capable o f being 
generalized across the many similar yet diverse cultures of Papua New Guinea.
Implications for Practice
Some anthropologists take the view that traditional society was better or more 
ideal than modem society. Yet Edgerton challenges this, contending that some ancient
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societies were “sick.”662 According to him, practices o f initiation that work violence 
on the novices are one of the indicators o f sickness.663 From this point o f view, 
informal, or incidental, education seems the ideal way to learn, and provides the other 
end o f the continuum to the “sick” type o f education. However, as I noted in the 
explanation o f the proposed model above, this can be overcome by framing hardship 
and discipline into activities that challenge the individual instead of becoming a threat 
to the well-being o f the learner. I believe that the loss of formalized transformational 
rites of passage results in losses for Western cultures as well as Melanesian -  true, we 
become eclectic, but more significantly, we become individualists with negative 
consequences. The impact of Western civilization on traditional Papua New Guinean 
civilization has meant this elevation of individualism but a loss of transformation.
This has caused a cultural void, or vacuum, with resulting social dysfunction. The 
classroom can have a role in reversing this trend and I can see possibilities for doing 
so. Educators must understand the dynamics of traditional society and determine to 
what extent they still influence modem society, with appropriate adaptation made to 
accommodate the best o f traditional education. Some o f what has been lost can still be 
reclaimed, as it will have a positive benefit, not only on the education of the 
individual, but also for the betterment o f the intermix of individuals that we call 
society.
662 Edgerton, chap. 2 passim, chap. 7 passim.
663 Ibid., 140.
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In the change from traditional formal instruction and learning in initiation to 
modem conceptions o f the best way to leam, some things may need to be discarded, 
some may change, and some may be kept. It seems that the method of communication 
moves from the type of “one-way” discourse found in the lecture method to a more 
preferable “two-way” interaction found in the dialogical method. It also seems that 
the use o f rote repetition found in initiation and early Westem-style schooling moves 
to questioning for answer seeking and problem solving with time given for group 
processing and individual reflection. The imitation and active learning of the 
incidental learning context seems to have been retained in the strong emphasis on 
working together with the instructor in a mentoring relationship. However, this seems 
to be somewhat changed as well because although the leamer-initiated and learner- 
motivated learning of incidental learning gave way in initiation and Western-style 
schooling to instructor-directed, -initiated, and -motivated learning, the ideal 
conception of learning moves back to being leamer-initiated and -motivated but with 
the adaptation to being mutually directed, as the learner looks to the instructor as a 
resource. I believe that the issue o f developing close instmctor/leamer relationships is 
what allows this type of learning to be successful in the Papua New Guinea cultural 
context and this is what I have tried to build into my model.
Since establishing relationship is primarily an experience or doing process rather 
than a thinking process, all social relationship must be through experience. In 
initiation the ritual provides the experience of the cosmos, the telling o f which can 
never establish a relationship with the cosmos. The initiate must be involved in a
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doing process in order to become an entity and eventually a participant in the 
cosmology. A man has to be made before he can function and so his entity has to be 
established in the experience -  in the ritual. The model above could perhaps be 
viewed as a kind o f cosmological transaction between the instructor, the learner, the 
content, and the activity. It is activity that pulls this transaction together as, perhaps, a 
kind of ritual. Contextualized instructional processes need to build in meaningful 
activity to the learning process that gives the learning a sense o f significance that goes 
beyond the immediate visible context. When activity builds character it participates in 
this ritual process to help the person become more than just a container for knowledge. 
The learner will sense that something has happened that has left a change in him or 
her. This change has increased both his or her capacity to leam and the ability to 
function more fully as a cooperative member o f society. In this way, in the Papuan 
New Guinea context, relationships, content, and activity all work together to provide a 
holistic learning experience rather than a fragmented one.
The seemingly time-inefficient methods for incidental learning that form the 
foundation for learning in Papua New Guinea may be more efficient over time, 
especially for an oral society that does not have ready access to information coded and 
stored in objective materials such as books. The methods for incidental learning 
require the internalization of knowledge, including memory and recall. They also call 
for wholeness rather than fragmentation o f knowledge. This stands in contrast to 
much o f what is accepted as the norm in Western societies’ assembly-line production 
where the worker never has the full picture o f what is being accomplished. Ultimately
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
407
this makes objects out o f workers by limiting their understanding in order to achieve 
maximum production. Quick realization o f profits through short-term efficiencies 
changes social structures, values, and attitudes and results in materialistic greed.
Those who prove best at making a quick profit drive others out of business. 
Cooperation as a value is lost and the ability to destroy in non-violent ways is valued. 
Survival o f the fittest is condoned while the less fit are despised. Being made an 
object through short-term efficiency results in diminishment o f the individual because 
the individual becomes valued for nothing but his or her expertise. These individuals 
respond to this valuing and concentrate on narrow niches of expertise to gain status, 
but end up being something less than whole persons. Their status ends up being 
pseudo-status because it is not evaluated in the light of wholeness. Long-term 
efficiency sacrificed to short-term gain is a systemic problem that stems from the 
atomization o f knowledge. Tasks must always be welded to nurturing, respectful 
relationships in order for satisfaction to be experienced in life, and the model shows 
this dependency upon relationship. I believe anything less will not be satisfying to a 
Papua New Guinean.
Those of us who come from the West frequently think that education, 
particularly our brand of it, solves all social problems, but this is not so. It may 
actually cause some o f them. From the data given me by my informants it became 
apparent, at least for some areas where Westem-style schooling was introduced, that 
the school system failed to adequately socialize the learners for life in the village. 
Filiana and Nambis, in particular, spoke to this point. Filiana stated that his schooling
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prevented him from learning the stories and lessons that were needed in his cultural 
context, and the shift to a new language of learning meant that many important 
cultural concepts were not addressed by the new language and learning.664 Nambis 
indicated that the loss o f initiation meant that a lot o f what was needed by people to 
function socially and avoid problems was lost with its demise, and the Westem-style 
schooling did not have a replacement for this. As a result he was trying to bring into 
the classroom some of the training and information received in initiation in order to 
fill this gap.665 There does not seem to be any notion in Westem-style schooling in 
Papua New Guinea that addresses questions of transformation in the way that 
initiation addresses transformation o f the person. The question remains— does higher 
education have a role to play in the socialization of learners? I believe it does, and 
perhaps with creative approaches and disciplines at the teacher-training level, much 
could be done to ensure that learners have access to one of the key issues raised in the 
interviews and the model presented above— the need for training to pursue character 
development. If the schooling system does not account for the issues raised here I 
would expect that the values that come from incidental learning would change within a 
generation or two. There would be a decreased emphasis on relationship, a loss o f the 
cultural values that have to do with collectivism, and an increase in the fragmentation 
o f society and family.
664 Filiana, 7, 11,5.
665 Nambis, 81.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
REFERENCES
Anderson, J. R. 1996. Cognitive psychology and its implications. New York: Freeman.
Atran, Scott. 1993. Whither ethnoscience? In Pascal Boyer, ed., Cognitive aspects o f  
religious symbolism. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Barth, Frederick. 1975. Ritual and knowledge among the Baktaman o f  New Guinea 
New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.
Bateson, Gregory. 1958. Naven: A survey o f  the problems suggested by a composite 
picture o f  the culture o f  a New Guinea tribe drawn from  three points o f  view. 2nd 
ed. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.
Beeby, C. E. 1966. The quality o f  education in developing countries. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press.
_________ . 1980. The thesis of stages fourteen years later. International Review o f
Education 26, no. 4:451-474.
Bolyanatz, Alexander H. 1994. Legitimacy, coercion, and leadership among the 
Sursurunga of southern New Ireland. Ethnology 33: 53-63.
Boyer, Pascal. 1990. Tradition as truth and communication: A cognitive description o f  
traditional discourse. New York: Cambridge University Press.
Brookfield, Stephen D. 1986. Understanding and facilitating adult learning. San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Brown, Paula. 1978. Highland peoples o f  New Guinea. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.
Bruer, J. T. 1993. Schools fo r  thought: A science o f  learning in the classroom. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Caffarella, R. S. 1994. Planning programs fo r  adult learners: A practical guide fo r  
educators, trainers, and sta ff developers. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Cervero, R. M. 1988. Effective continuing education fo r  adults. San Francisco: Jossey- 
Bass.
Codrington, R. H. 1891. The M elanesians: Studies in their anthropology and folklore. 
Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Coombs, Philip H., with Roy C. Prosser and Manzoor Ahmed. 1973. New paths to 
learning fo r  rural children and youth: Nonformal education fo r  rural 
development. Prepared for UNICEF by International Council for Educational 
Development. New York: International Council for Educational Development.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
410
Daley, B. J. 1988. Novice to expert: How do professionals leam? In Proceedings o f  
the adult education research conference, no. 39. San Antonio, Texas: University 
o f the Incarnate Word and Texas A&M University.
D ’ Andrade, Roy G. 1981. The cultural part o f cognition. Cognitive Science 5: 179- 
195.
_________ . 2005. Some methods o f studying cultural cognitive structures. In Finding
culture in talk: A collection o f  methods, ed. Naomi Quinn, 83-104. New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan.
Diamond, Jared. 1999, 1997. Guns, germs, and steel: The fates o f  human societies. 
New York: Norton.
Domey, Sean. 1990. Papua New Guinea. Sydney: Random House Australia.
Douglas, Mary. 1966. Purity and danger. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.
Edgerton, Robert B. 1992. Sick societies: Challenging the myth o f  primitive harmony. 
New York: The Free Press.
Frankl, Stephen. 1986. The Huli response to illness. London: Cambridge University 
Press.
Gesch, Patrick F. 1985. Initiative and initiation: A cargo cult-type movement in the 
Sepik against its background in traditional village religion. St. Augustin, West 
Germany: Anthropos-Institut.
Hall, Edward T. 1983. The dance o f  life: The other dimension o f  time. New York: 
Doubleday.
Hayano, D.M. 1972. Marriage, alliance, and warfare: The Tauna Awa o f New Guinea. 
Ph.D. diss., University o f California, Los Angeles.
Herdt, Gilbert H., ed. 1982. Rituals o f  manhood: Male initiation in Papua New 
Guinea. Berkeley: University o f California Press.
Hofstede, Geert. 1984, abridged ed. Culture’s consequences: International differences 
in work-related values. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.
Husen, Torsten, et al. 1978. Teacher training and student achievement in less
developed countries. World Bank Staff Working Paper, No. 310. Washington, 
DC: The World Bank.
Keesing, Roger M. 1982. Introduction. In Rituals o f  manhood: Male initiation in 
Papua New Guinea, ed. Gilbert H. Herdt, 1-43. Berkeley: University o f 
California Press.
Kidd, J. R. 1973. How adults learn. 2nd ed. New York: Association Press.
Knauft, Bruce M. 2002. Exchanging the past: A rainforest world o f  before and after. 
Chicago: University o f Chicago Press.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
411
Knowles, M. S. 1980. The modern practice o f  adult education: From pedagogy to 
andragogy, 2nd ed. New York: Cambridge Books.
__________. 1984. The adult learner: A neglected species, 3rd ed. Houston, TX: Gulf
Publishing Company.
Kottak, Conrad Phillip. 2000. Cultural anthropology. 8th ed. Boston: McGraw-Hill 
Higher Education.
Kuman, Anton. 1981. Education. Catalyst: Social pastoral magazine fo r  Melanesia 
11, no. 4:237-244.
Kvale, Steiner. 1996. Interviews: An introduction to qualitative research interviewing. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
La Fontaine, J. S. 1985. Initiation: Ritual drama and secret knowledge across the 
world. Middlesex: Penguin Books.
Lawrence, Peter and Mervyn J. Meggitt, eds. 1965. Gods, ghosts, and men in 
Melanesia. Melbourne: Oxford University Press.
Leadley, Alan. 1975. Emancipating relevant education. Catalyst: Social pastoral 
magazine fo r  Melanesia 5, no. 5: 4-15.
Levy-Bruhl, Lucien. 1966. How natives think. New York: Washington Square Press, 
Inc. First published in French in 1910 as Les fonctions mentales dans les societes 
inferieures with an English translation in 1926.
Lidz, Theodore, and Ruth Wilmanns Lidz. 1989. Oedipus in the Stone Age: A
psychoanalytic study o f  masculinization in Papua New Guinea. Madison, CT: 
International Universities Press.
Lindenbaum, S. 1972. Sorcerers, ghosts, and polluting women: An analysis of 
religious belief and population control. Ethnology 11, no. 3: 241-253.
Litteral, Robert. 1993. Language development in Papua New Guinea: Cheaper by the 
hundreds. Paper presented as a special lecture sponsored by the Linguistics 
Department of the University o f Texas, Arlington, Texas. Available on-line at 
http://www.sil.org/silewp/1999/002/silewpl999-002.html; Internet; accessed 25 
July 2006.
MacKeracher, D. 1996. Making sense o f  adult learning. Toronto, Canada: Culture 
Concepts.
M aslow , Abraham H. 1987. M otivation and personality , 3rd ed. N e w  York: A ddison  
Wesley Longman. Original edition, 1954.
__________. 1968. Toward a psychology o f  being, 2nd ed. Princeton, New Jersey: Van
Nostrand. Original edition, 1962.
Matane, Paulias. 1988. The philosophy of education. Catalyst: Social Pastoral 
Magazine fo r  Melanesia 18, no. 2: 143-154.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
412
Merriam, Sharan B. 2001. Qualitative research and case study applications in 
education. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
_________ . 2002. Qualitative research in practice: Examples fo r  discussion and
analysis. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Merriam, Sharan B., and Rosemary S. Caffarella. 1999. Learning in adulthood: A 
comprehensive guide. 2nd ed. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Mihalic, Frank, n.d., 1957. Grammar and dictionary o f  Neo-Melanesian. Westmead, 
NSW, Australia: Westmead Printing. Published simultaneously in Techny, 1L: 
Mission Press.
National Department o f Education. 1986. Philosophy o f  education. Port Moresby, 
PNG: Department of Education.
Newman, Philip L. 1965. Knowing the Gururumba. New York: Holt, Rinehart and 
Winston.
Newman, Philip L., and David J. Boyd. 1982. The making o f men: Ritual and meaning 
in Awa male initiation. In Rituals o f  manhood: Male initiation in Papua New 
Guinea, ed. Gilbert H. Herdt, 239-285. Berkeley: University o f California Press.
Palmer, Parker J. 1993 with new introduction to the 1983 edition. To know as we are 
known: Education as a spiritual journey. San Francisco: Harper and Row.
Poole, Fitz John Porter. 1982. The ritual forging of identity: Aspects o f person and self 
in Bimin-Kuskusmin male initiation. In Rituals o f  manhood: Male initiation in 
Papua New Guinea, ed. Gilbert H. Herdt, 99-154. Berkeley: University of 
California Press.
_________ . 1988. Veils of illusion, kemals o f truth: Secrecy and revelation in Bimin-
Kuskusmin ritual. In Ritual secrecy, ed. D. W. Jorgensen and E. G. Schwimmer. 
Toronto: University of Toronto Press.
Roscoe, Paul B. 1995. “Initiation” in cross-cultural perspective. In Gender rituals: 
Female initiation in Melanesia, ed. Nancy C. Lutkehaus and Paul B. Roscoe, 
219-238. New York: Routledge.
Rumelhart, D. E., and D. A. Norman. 1978. Accretion, tuning, and restructuring:
Three models of learning. In Semantic factors in cognition, ed. J. W. Cotton and 
R. L. Klatzky, 37-53. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.
Sanders, Thomas G. 1975. Conscientisation. Catalyst: Social Pastoral Magazine fo r  
Melanesia 5, no. 1: 16-30.
Schieffelin, Edward L. 1976. The sorrow o f  the lonely and the burning o f  the dancers 
New York: St. Martin's Press.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
413
_________ . 1982. The bau a ceremonial hunting lodge: An alternative to initiation. In
Rituals o f  manhood: Male initiation in Papua New Guinea, ed. Gilbert H. Herdt, 
155-200. Berkeley: University o f California Press.
Schroeder, Roger. 1992. Initiation and religion: A case study from  the Wosera o f  
Papua New Guinea. Fribourg, Switzerland: University Press.
Shaw, R. Daniel. 1990. Kandila: Samo ceremonialism and interpersonal 
relationships. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.
Simon, Roger I. 1992. Teaching against the grain: Texts fo r a pedagogy ofpossibility, 
New York: Bergin & Garvey.
Somare, Michael Thomas. 1975. Sana: An autobiography o f  Michael Somare. Port 
Moresby, Papua New Guinea: Niugini Press.
Stevenson, Leslie and David L. Haberman. 1998. Ten theories o f  human nature, 3rd ed. 
New York: Oxford University Press. Revised and expanded ed. o f Seven 
theories o f  human nature, 2n ed., 1987. Original edition, 1974.
Strauss, Claudia, and Naomi Quinn. 1997. A cognitive theory o f  cultural meaning. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Thorndike, E. L. 1911. Animal intelligence. New York: Macmillan.
_________ . 1932. The fundamentals o f  learning. New York: Teachers College,
Columbia University.
Tolkien, J.R.R. 1965. The lord o f  the rings: The fellowship o f  the ring. New York: 
Ballantine Books.
Townsend, Patricia K. 1995. The washed and the unwashed. In Gender rituals:
Female initiation in Melanesia, ed. Nancy C. Lutkehaus and Paul B. Roscoe, 
165-182. New York: Routledge.
Triandis, Harry C. 1992. Collectivism versus individualism: A reconceptualisation of a 
basic concept in cross-cultural psychology. In Readings on communicating with 
strangers: An approach to intercultural communication, ed. William B. 
Gudykunst and Young Yun Kim, 71-82. New York: McGraw-Hill.
Turner. Victor W. 1967. The forest o f  symbols. Ithaca, New York: Cornell University 
Press.
__________. 1969. The ritual process: Structure and anti-structure. Chicago: Aldine.
__________. 1985. On the edge o f  the bush: Anthropology as experience. Tucson, AZ:
University o f Arizona Press.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
414
_________ . 1987. Betwixt and between: The liminal period in rites o f passage. In
Betwixt and between: Patterns o f  masculine and feminine initiation, ed. Louise 
Cams Mahdi, Steven Foster, and Meredith Little, 4-17. LaSalle, IL: Open 
Court.
Tuzin, Donald F. 1982. Ritual violence among the Ilahita Arapesh: The dynamics of 
moral and religious uncertainty. In Rituals o f  manhood: Male initiation in Papua 
New Guinea, ed. Gilbert H. Herdt, 321-355. Berkeley: University of California 
Press.
van Gennep, Arnold. 1960, original 1909. The rites o f  passage. Translated by Monika 
B. Vizedom and Gabrielle L. Caffee. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Vella, Jane. 1994. Learning to listen, learning to teach: The power o f  dialogue in 
educating adults. San Francisco, Jossey-Bass.
Waiko, John Dademo. 1993. A short history o f  Papua New Guinea. Melbourne: 
Oxford University Press.
Webster, Thomas. Globalisation o f  education policies: Extent o f  external influences 
on contemporary universal primary education policies in Papua New Guinea 
(University of Papua New Guinea Press, July 2000. ISBN: 9980-084-094-3), 
<http://www.pngbuai.com/300socialsciences/education/policy/ 
globalization/default.htm> (15 July 2005), Chapter Two
Whiteman, Darrell L. 1983. Melanesians and missionaries: An ethnohistorical study 
o f  social and religious change in the Southwest Pacific. Pasadena, CA: William 
Carey Library.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
APPENDIX A: 
INTERVIEW GUIDE QUESTIONS
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
416
For teachers:
1. Tell me about the kinds o f things you learned when you were a child.
a. How did you leam them?
b. How were you taught the things your people wanted you to know?
2. At what age did you start attending school?
a. What were some of your learning experiences there?
b. How did the teacher help or hinder your learning?
c. Do you think you developed a preferred learning style?
3. How did you gain knowledge of how to teach?
a. Where did you get experience teaching?
b. Describe some of the good moments you have had as a teacher.
c. Describe some of the difficult moments you have had as a teacher.
4. Describe your formal teaching experience.
a. What expectations were given you regarding teaching?
b. If you could develop the perfect teaching environment, what would it look like?
c. How would this compare to your early learning experiences, your formal
training, and your formal teaching experiences?
For men of lore:
1. What was the purpose of your tribe’s initiation rites?
a. Did anything change from the time you experienced initiation to the time when
the last initiation was held?
b. Describe how you communicated information to the novices.
c. Describe how the leaders communicated information to you when you were
young.
d. If anything was left out of the initiation would it matter?
e. Was the way in which things were done important? Why?
2. Why do you think that initiation is no longer practiced?
a. Has initiation been replaced by anything else?
b. How do they compare?
c. What are the strengths and weaknesses of each?
3. Do you think it is a good thing that youth go away to school?
a. What are the benefits and dangers?
b. How do you make sure now that young people know and do the things that are
important to your tribe?
4. If you could start traditional initiation again, do you think you would do anything 
differently?
a. How would it be accepted by the novices?
b. What are some o f the reasons for the problems young people face today?
c. What would help?
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INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW OF RESEARCH 
INVOLVING HUMAN SUBJECTS
PLEASE TYPE ALL YOUR RESPONSES IN BOLD, OR OTHERWISE 
DISTINGUISH YOUR RESPONSE FROM THE QUESTION.
Note: Please complete this form and attach brief responses to the issues raised, 
keeping in mind that the primary concern is the potential risk, (physical, emotional, or 
otherwise), to the subjects. Provide copies o f all stories, questionnaires, or other 
documents to be used in the investigation.
The Institutional Review Board (IRB) must have enough information about the 
transactions with the subjects to evaluate the risks o f participation. Assurance from the 
investigator, no matter how strong, will not substitute for a description o f the 
transactions.
Name(s): Bruce Renich Department: CAHE/LEAC
Mailing Address: 1 Acorn Lane, Barrington, IL 60010 Phone: (847)
381-8414
Project Title: The Construction of Adult Instruction: A Comparison of 
Instructional Methodology at the Christian Leaders’ Training College with 
Instructional Methodology in the Initiation Rites of Selected Papua New Guinea 
Societies.
Data Collection Start Date: October 9,2000
Note: Unless designated "Exempt" by your department chair or designee, this project 
must receive formal clearance in the form of an approval letter from the IRB Chair 
prior to the start of data collection. Projects designated exempt must still be submitted 
to the IRB within two weeks o f that determination.
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Type o f Project (Check one)
  Externally Sponsored Research (A Complete Copy o f the Grant Application
Must Accompany This Application Form)
Source of Funding:
Office o f Sponsored Projects file number:
  Departmental Research ____  Graduate School Fund
X Thesis/Dissertation (Chair: L. Glenn Smith)
  Other (Specify:
FOR ALL PROJECTS
1. Briefly describe the purpose o f your study, and, in non-technical terms, what will 
happen to your subjects.
Purpose: To identify the instructional methodologies used in the past in both the 
initiation and college settings in order to enable the Christian Leaders’ Training 
College (CLTC) faculty to educate students using teaching methods that are 
constructed in similar ways to the instruction given in initiation rites.
Subjects: Although much of the data (historical) will come from documents 
archived by churches, research institutes, and centers of higher education, some 
information will come from interviews. These interviews will be from two sources 
-  1) past and present faculty of CLTC, and 2) older men who have been involved 
in the administration of traditional initiation rites.
2. Describe any potential risks to your subjects.
There is minimal potential risk to former and present faculty members for 
criticism from the college administration if they speak out. Anonymity will be 
preserved unless specific permission is given for identifying the person as a 
source. However, the college welcomes dialogue of this nature and a majority of 
the governing council are Melanesian, that is, citizens by birth of the country and 
thus more likely to welcome research which will improve the quality of adult 
educational teaching methodology.
There is virtually no risk for the men of the village/initiation setting. A nonym ity  
will be preserved unless specific permission is given for identification of the 
source.
Data will be recorded in such a way that there is no possibility that the subjects 
can be uniquely identified.
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3. Give the anticipated ages, sex, and number o f subjects, and explain how and where 
they will be recruited. (Note: WOMEN, CHILDREN, AND MINORITIES MUST 
BE INCLUDED IN THE SUBJECT POOL, OR THEIR EXCLUSION MUST 
BE JUSTIFIED TO THE SATISFACTION OF THE IRB. VISIT THE IRB 
WEB PAGE AT HYPERLINK http://www.grad.niu.edu/orc/irb.htm FOR 
ASSISTANCE)
CLTC Faculty, past and present: Both men and women 18 or older will be 
approached. Their consent will be sought following the guidelines in the consent 
form.
Men of lore (middle age to aged) from selected societies: Their assent/consent will 
be sought in accord with the guidelines in the “Elements of Assent” web page and 
the consent form. Many of these will not be able to read or write. They will be 
recruited using government and cultural gatekeepers from societies linked to 
church organizations that send students to CLTC.
4. Describe the procedures for obtaining informed consent as provided for in the Code 
o f Federal Regulations, section 46.116. Append any form(s) to be used.
I will follow a procedure of informed consent making sure the issues are given to 
the participant in a language they understand, giving time for due consideration 
of whether or not to participate, and not use any language that would waive or 
appear to waive the subject’s legal rights, or release or appear to release myself, 
my sponsor, NIU, or its agents from liability for negligence. I will also describe 
the nature, purpose, and importance/value of the project, how long the subject 
can expect to be involved in the project, how we will conduct the participation, 
what the risks are, how I will maintain confidentiality, and the participant’s 
freedom to terminate participation at any time without prejudice or fear of 
penalty. I will also inform the participants that any use in publications of the 
information they have given me will not reveal sufficient factual information to 
identify the person.
In everyday terms I would read/say this (translated into an appropriate 
language):
I want you to tell me some factual stories about 
teaching/initiation as you have experience it. When I tell you 
what I want to do I’m going to give you time to think about it 
so that you can give me the answer that you want to give me 
about whether you would like to do this or not. It is perfectly 
OK if you do not want to do this and also it is OK if you decide 
in the middle of our stories somewhere that you do not want to 
continue with this. I want to assure you that I will have no 
hard feelings if you do not want to do this or if you want to
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drop out at some point. I will not hold anything against you or 
talk about you negatively or do anything that would make you 
look bad. I will act responsibly in this and you are free to hold 
me accountable for the way I treat you and do or don’t do 
things.
I believe this project is very important and that is why I want 
you to help me. If we can discover some important things about 
the way initiation was given (or teaching was done) then we 
can perhaps help change the way education happens so that it 
is more suitable to the culture from which you come and also 
all the other people of PNG. I want to help CLTC do its 
teaching job better and I believe this will also help everyone 
back home in the village because those who graduate from 
CLTC will fit in better with the ways things are usually done in 
the culture of this society. I would expect that our talks will 
extend over two or three days, and we will probably talk for 3 
or 4 hours at a time. At the end of this time we can talk over 
whether or not we wish to go further. What I would like you to 
do is just tell me of your experiences in initiation (or 
teaching/learning, as the case may be) from the time you were 
a child until now. I want to assure you that even though I am 
going to write up some points out of what you share with me, I 
will always be very careful to hide your name (identity) unless 
it is your wish that I tell others who gave me this information.
There may be some risk to you if you have negative things to 
say, but I will always be careful not to give any facts in such a 
way that people could work out who it was who told me these 
things. Ok, if you have any questions about this, I would be 
glad to find some answers for you before you go and think 
about whether or not you want to help in this project.
FOR NON-EXEMPT PROJECTS ONLY
5. If minors are involved, describe the procedures for obtaining individual assent to 
participate from the minors capable of giving assent, as well as the procedures to 
obtain parental or guardian consent.
6. Explain how the knowledge to be gained and/or the benefits to the subject(s) from 
the proposed research justify the risks that the subjects may incur.
The subjects will have participated in a positive change project that will benefit 
not only the college but ultimately the quality of life back in the village as
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students are better trained to return to their villages with more culturally 
appropriate training tools and models.
7. Explain what, if  any, support services will be provided in the event o f harm to a 
subject.
8. Describe briefly all similar research utilizing human subjects that you have 
conducted within the last three years.
None.
REQUIRED SIGNATURES: ALL PROJECTS 
CERTIFICATION
I certify that I have read and understand the policies and procedures for research 
projects that involve human subjects and that I intend to comply with University 
Policy. Significant changes in the approved protocol will be submitted to the IRB for 
written approval prior to those changes being put into practice. I also understand that 
all non-exempt projects require annual review.
Investigator(s) Signature(s) Date
Signature o f Faculty Advisor Date
(Student Project Only)
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Departmental Determination according to 45 Code of Federal Regulations 46:
  Project is exempt. Cite the exempt category:__________
  Project is referred for expedited review.
Cite the appropriate expedited category: ________________
  Project is referred for full IRB review.
Signature o f Chair/Designee Date
Return this form, together with necessary documentation, to the Office o f Research 
Compliance, Adams Hall, B4 or the Graduate School, Adams Hall. For information or 
additional assistance with the approval process, please call the office at (815)
753-8588 or access the ORC web page at HYPERLINK 
http://www.grad.niu.edu/orc/irb.htm
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I , ______________________________________, have had explained to m e the nature,
purpose, and importance o f  the research and understand my part in it as the person being 
interviewed as w ell as possible risks that there may be for me as contributor to the 
research interview.
I understand and consent to the use o f  a tape recorder as part o f  the interview  
process. I also understand that the interview material is to be used only for writing 
purposes, and that any material produced for reading by anyone other than the 
interviewer will be written in such a way that it will not reveal sufficient factual 
inform ation so that I could be personally identified. I understand that that the interviewer 
will get m y permission in writing for any changes to this agreement. I also understand 
that the taped interview will be destroyed once the material is transcribed (written down).
I also understand that I am free to end the interview at any point or to ask that 
the tape recorder be turned off. I have been assured that if  I end the interview before the 
interviewer is finished that there will not be any hard feelings against m e by the 
interviewer, or any negative things said about m e to anyone as a result o f  ending the 
interview early. I have the right to hold the interviewer accountable for the way I am  
treated as a person in relation to the interview.
Signed, ____________________________________ D a te :.
CLTC, W HP 
Papua New  Guinea
Signed, Bruce Ian Renich ____________________________________  Date:
1 A corn Lane
Barrington, IL 60010-2300 
USA
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Outward Bound Core Values
Adventure and Challenge 
Challenge is an action that requires special effort. Adventure is an exciting and 
remarkable experience that involves uncertain outcomes and acceptable risks.
Inclusion and Diversity 
Welcoming and respecting differences strengthens the richness of ideas and 
perspectives brought to bear on challenge and learning. The transformational 
experience o f Outward Bound is more powerful when it takes place in the company of 
others as diverse as the society in which we live.
Social and Environmental Responsibility 
Social and environmental responsibility instills in students a sense of integrity, which 
results in choices and actions that have a positive effect on society and the 
environment.
Learning Through Experience 
Learning through experience is a lifelong process based on action and reflection. 
Experiences are intentionally designed, presented and reflected upon to instill values 
and promote skill mastery for people at all stages in their life-span.
Character Development 
Character development means developing capacities of mind, body, and spirit to better 








• the ability to go beyond self-imposed limitations
• acceptance o f responsibilities
• and self-reliance
Compassion and Service 
C om passion  is a heartfelt, caring connection  to each other and the w orld around us. 
Service is an active expression of valuing our common humanity and the natural 
world.
<http://www.outwardbound.org/corevalues.vp.html> Accessed 15 January 2007.
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